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Abstract
The aim of this practice-led research was to investigate the nature and characteristics
of the notion of reinvented tradition in China through the examination of dance
practices. First, this research focused on the continuity of tradition demonstrated in
the development of Chinese classical dance. Second, it concentrated on the
malleability and applicability of two representative Chinese cultural dance practices,
water sleeve dance and Tai Ji, in contemporary performance and performer training.
The central concept behind this research was the commonly held perception in China
that “tradition is a river” (P. Huang, 1990) in the context of the Chinese dance
community. The overarching research methodology of this practice-led research
involved critical analyses of Chinese classical dance works, 16 workshops with
dance and Performance Making students, interviews, focus groups, critical reflection
on my dance-making practice and the making of two new performance works:
Penanegra and Hunger. Central to this entire research process is a discussion of the
tension between tradition and modernity in the phenomenon of reinventing tradition
in contemporary Chinese classical dance making, contemporary performance
training and in the making of what I identify as contemporary performance
influenced by Chinese cultural traditions. During the practice phase of the research, I
investigated what traditional insights and techniques could offer contemporary
performers and performance makers. In particular, the philosophy and practice of Tai
Ji was analysed in relation to contemporary movement training and performance
making. The research has culminated in an evaluation of how the changes and
ramifications of tradition can be embodied in the current performance context.
This research makes two significant contributions to knowledge in terms of
understanding tradition and its reinvention. First, this thesis proposes the idea of
reinventing tradition to interpret the development of Chinese classical dance since
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the 1980s, and it articulates the motivations and cultural meanings involved in the
creation of contemporary Chinese classical dance. The thesis also analyses the
ambiguity of ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ as a new term and demonstrates the
hybridity of movement language as a response to the modernisation of Chinese
traditional dance.
Second, this thesis articulates the interweaving of tradition and originality in artistic
creation through the examples of two representative Chinese cultural elements: the
water sleeve dance and Tai Ji. The study examines how these cultural forms can be
transformed and applied to contemporary training and performance. The water
sleeve dance was examined within an intercultural performance project, Penanegra,
illustrating how a traditional dance form can be transformed to facilitate
communication between different cultural backgrounds and body languages, and
how conservatoire training can enable the inheritance of tradition through body
memory. Tai Ji was applied to movement training and to the making and
performance of a new contemporary work, Hunger. The discussion of Tai Ji and its
transformation in this project contributes to understanding psychophysical training
practices and discourse. The particular approach to Tai Ji developed in this thesis
informs the critical analysis of other Tai Ji-inspired works.
Overall, this thesis considers the reinvention of tradition in relation to making
tradition relevant to contemporary performance making and performer training. The
resulting performances, new training approaches and exegesis contribute to
scholarship on the body and movement in performance.
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Preface
In this thesis, I have used the Pinyin spelling (Chinese Phonetic Alphabet) for all
Chinese words as opposed to the Wade–Giles spelling; for example, Tai Ji rather
than Tai Chi. For relevant Chinese keywords, I include the Chinese characters,
Pinyin spelling and English translation for clarity; for example, Chinese classical
dance (

,

, zhongguo gudianwu). This is partly for transparency purposes –

to acknowledge that meaning is often lost or diluted in translation – and partly to
acknowledge that my first language is Mandarin and my cultural and ethnic
background is Chinese. It should also be noted that I have personally translated any
direct quotations from the literature and interviews if the original was in Chinese.
Chinese dance generally refers to Chinese classical dance and Chinese ethnic and
folk dance. This research specifically investigates Chinese classical dance as an
example of reinventing tradition. Contemporary dance in China can refer to dance
that is conducted currently and dance that has a particular vocabulary that is
understood to be in deference to classical traditions or that contains subject matters
concerning the lived experiences of people today. The latter is closer to what might
be understood as contemporary dance elsewhere in the world. In this thesis, I use the
term contemporary performance quite often to indicate the type of work that borrows
from several disciplines and that may be presented in a theatre setting without
necessarily borrowing from narrative-based theatre conventions.
For the discussion of some specific terms, such as tradition, modernity,
modernisation and contemporary dance, I have employed the comparative research
method and analysed these terms from different cultural and social contexts.
Therefore, West or Western is used to identify particular cultural, religious, socialpolitical and economic contexts rather than a geographical context. Generally, the
West refers to countries and cultures that are derived from European cultures,
Christianity, liberal democracy and capitalist economies such as the United States
xiii

(US), United Kingdom (UK), Australia and New Zealand (NZ). Modernity is to be
understood as the general state of ‘being modern’, and not the historical period/s
marking the ‘modern era’. I also often speak of a New China; this is another term for
the People’s Republic of China, which was established in 1949.
Chineseness (

,

) is an abstract concept that lacks complete definition. In this

research, it specifically implies the cultural and aesthetic meanings that refer to the
characteristics of Chinese culture, values and aesthetics. I return repeatedly in the
thesis to re-examine the term ‘Chineseness’ in specific contexts, particularly as
exhibited in works by contemporary Chinese dance-makers. This concept provides
the foundation for the creative and analytical work in this project and the
understandings of Chineseness in the various contexts contribute to new knowledge.
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Introduction
Overview of the Chapters
This thesis consists of five chapters. Chapter One describes my journey as a dancer
and researcher and discusses my motivations for conducting this study. It also
provides a general overview of the purpose, scope and significance of the study and
methodology. Chapter Two critically examines fundamental concepts, such as
tradition, modern and modernity, and analyses the tension between notions of
tradition and modernisation in China and in the discourses of Chinese classical dance
creation. Chapter Three offers a theoretical framework for ‘the reinvention of
tradition’ and contains two sections. The first section lays the philosophical
foundation of the idea of ‘the reinvention of tradition’. The second section
specifically investigates approaches that implement ‘the reinvention of tradition’ in
the development of Chinese classical dance. It is noted that the scope of this research
particularly focuses on the Chinese classical dance in Mainland China not in other
areas, such as Taiwan and Hong Kong. The reconstruction, variation and
hybridisation demonstrated within the development of Chinese classical dance in
Mainland China form the basis of discussion. The analysis of the Cloud Gate Dance
Theatre of Taiwan in Chapter Five discusses the application of Tai Ji elements in
contemporary training and performance but does not discuss Chinese classical dance
in Taiwan.
Chapter Four discusses the modification and evolution of Chinese sleeve dance in a
particular cultural and performance-based context. It articulates how a form such as
sleeve dance, which contains ‘traditional’ dance elements, can be applied and
transformed for contemporary performance to reveal interesting insights into
intercultural dialogue. This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section
introduces the origin and gradual evolution of Chinese sleeve dance from traditional
ritual, through court dance and Chinese traditional theatre, to Chinese classical
15

dance. This evolution mirrored the changes in socio-political contexts, cultural
functions, artistic forms and aesthetic pursuits. The second section analyses the
variation of Chinese dance creations in relatively recent performance works through
an analysis of two sleeve dance works:
(2004) and

or A Girl with Green Sleeves

or Melancholy Everlasting (2004). It further discusses how the

tension between tradition and modernity influences the definition of Chinese
classical dance and contemporary dance for Chinese dance practitioners. The third
section examines what elements of sleeve dance are preserved during the innovation
process through consideration of bodily ‘habit’. It also reflects on the collaborative
creative process of making a new interdisciplinary performance work, Penanegra,
which makes use of sleeve dance in a new and innovative way.
Chapter Five introduces the philosophy of Tai Ji and its application in Chinese art
creation, and it investigates the potential applicability of employing components of
Tai Ji philosophy and Tai Ji Quan practice in contemporary movement training and
performance. The first section defines and interprets some key terms and concepts
relating to the transformation of tradition, including:
•

originality and tradition

•

tradition and traditional

•

fundamental transformation versus radical transformation.

The second section introduces the philosophical and cultural meaning of Tai Ji and
its artistic embodiment in Chinese classical dance.
The third section elaborates on my creative application of Tai Ji principles in
movement workshops, including:
•

the integration of body and mind

•

the qi field

•

the flow of qi
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Background and My Story
In December 1978, the Third Plenum of the 11th Chinese Communist Party put
forward the ‘Reform and Opening-up’ policy, and the government then instigated a
series of important changes in the early 1980s. The ‘Reform and Opening-up’ policy
accelerated the social transformation of modern-day China by opening it to the world
again. In light of the rapid social changes, Chinese dance practitioners were eager to
reconstruct, even resurrect, Chinese national dance and nurture a cultural confidence
after a period of intense social turmoil. The dance community faced seemingly
enormous challenges, including confusion around what was authentic Chinese
classical dance, if it was even possible to have such authenticity, and how to evolve
the traditions of the past into contemporary renderings of classical dance. As a dance
student, performer and researcher, I experienced the confusion around what this
transformation might mean.
I began my professional dance training at the age of 12 and studied Chinese classical
dance and ethnic and folk dance intensively at Guangdong Dance School since 1994.
Opposite this building was the rehearsal room of the Guangdong Modern Dance
Company, which was established in 1992 as the first modern dance company in
China. As I watched their rehearsals through the window and listened to the music
they danced to, my curiosity was sparked as I began to realise we were performing in
entirely different ways. It was not only different in form; it was different in every
way. In 2000, I enrolled in the Dance Department of Beijing Normal University, and
the spectrum of my dance training increased to cover conventional Chinese dance
forms, ballet, and Western modern and contemporary dance. The dance form that
had once seemed unconventional and mysterious became the main form I studied
and performed.
The early emergence of modern dance in China can be traced back to the 1930s. In
1935, Wu Xiao-Bang (1906–1995) travelled to Japan and studied German modern
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dance with both Takaya Eguchi and Misako Miya in a summer course (Ou, 1994).
During this time, he was also influenced by American modern dance pioneer Isadora
Duncan. After he returned to China, Wu began his lifelong career as the founder of
Chinese modern dance, which was called ‘New Dance’, to distinguish the new form
from the feudalistic dances of old China. In addition, he was “part of a nation-wide
movement of Chinese writers and artists who aimed to use art as a tool for national
salvation” (Wilcox, 2011, p. 96). From the 1930s to the 1940s, Wu and his
contemporaries’ dance works aimed to stimulate audiences’ desires for social change
by reflecting harsh social realities. By doing so, they ultimately argued that the path
to national salvation was through social revolution. Therefore, the occurrence of
New Dance was not only provoked by the innovative forms of Western modern
dance, but was also moulded by the inner demands of China’s cultural
transformation and the growing political transformations that led to the Communist
Revolution and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.
Between 1949 and 1967, New Dance was established on “the basis of Chinese
artistic, national, and revolutionary traditions”, and “under the guidance of
revolutionary romanticism and realism, which created many dance works that
represented real life” (Q. Liu, 2001, p. 28). Therefore, although the import of
Western modern dance in China took place as early as the 1930s, it was soon
transformed and adapted to a dance practice with revolutionary undertones in line
with particular historical, political and ideological circumstances in China. Western
modern dance only started spreading throughout China in the late 1980s.
In 1987, the American Dance Festival (ADF) in conjunction with the Guangdong
Dance Academy initiated the first modern dance program in China, and the term
‘modern dance’ has since become familiar to Chinese dance practitioners. However,
this is not without confusion or complexity. During the course of importing modern
dance, Chinese dance practitioners often used the terms ‘modern dance’ and
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‘modernism’ interchangeably. Even the term ‘modern’ became synonymous with
subversion, experimentation and the avant-garde. According to Xu Rui’s analysis:
The concept and understanding of ‘modern dance’ are very general and
broad in China. Many people may not understand the profound social
background and specific historic conditions that led to the emergence of
[Western] modern dance; rather, they become lost in the fresh and
innovative artistic forms. ‘Modern dance’ was used to describe almost all
new dances which differed from traditional dances. (Xu, 2006, p. 114)
Thus, the emergence of Western modern dance in China corresponded with an
internal desire for innovation of traditional dance for Chinese dance practitioners.
After the 1990s, some new dance categories appeared in major national dance
competitions that can be significant indicators of the Chinese mainstream dance
aesthetic and what was considered elite performance in Chinese dance. In China,
dance competition is the main form of exposure for dance. In particular, television
allows a high proportion of the public to experience dance through, for example, the
televised dance competition that is organised by and broadcast on China Central
Television. ‘New dance’ first appeared as a category in the First Lotus Award China
National Dance Competition in 1998, appearing beside the conventional dance
categories of Chinese ethnic and folk dance, Chinese classical dance, ballet, and
modern dance. The dance work that won the gold award in the ‘new dance’ category
that year was called Walking, Running and Jumping (1998), which was
choreographed by Zhao Min and performed by the Beijing Military Region Art
Ensemble. Although this was not the first appearance of the concept of new dance in
Chinese dance history, there were differences in the artistic characteristics and
understandings between the recent dance category and the one put forward by Wu in
the 1930s. In 2002, the ‘new dance’ category was replaced with ‘contemporary
dance’ in the Third Lotus Award China National Dance Competition. While the
emergence of these new categories signified that innovation was occurring in body
movement, form and aesthetics in Chinese dance, definitions for each dance category
20

were vague. The movement language of contemporary Chinese dance creation
tended to break with traditional dance patterns to integrate elements of modern
dance, while the emotions and story more closely represented the lives of
contemporary people rather than merely presenting a traditional dance scene. As a
result, conventional dance categories faced unprecedented challenges and, ironically,
contemporary dance became a mixed bag or “big basket” (Tao, 2010, p. 2). This
basket gathered new dance works that could not be easily categorised into
conventional dance forms. Although the marginal zones between different dance
categories are blurred, it does not mean that all dance can exist without boundaries.
This ambiguity directly affects not only the practice of dance, but also how we
understand it. Therefore, along with the emergence of new dance forms, there arises
discussion and new discourses around exactly what constitutes Chinese classical
dance, what Chinese contemporary dance is, and how the difference between modern
and contemporary dance in China might be understood. Consciously or
unconsciously, Chinese dance practitioners and scholars carried these questions into
their work and tried to give a clear answer via choreography or theoretical analysis
(Jin, 2013; Q. Liu, 2001; P. Yu, 2002).
My Master’s thesis, Discussing the modernity of dance creation in the new time
period (M. Zhu, 2007b), examined the phenomenon of continuous innovation in
Chinese dance in the context of modernisation and globalisation. My investigation
found that the period from 1980 to the early twenty-first century can be divided into
three phases using the different aesthetics and features in dance choreography. The
three phases relate to three distinct time periods: the reconstruction (1980s), variation
(1990s) and hybridisation (2000–2007) (see Table 1).
In the 1980s, the reconstruction of national dance became a heated topic of
discussion in the Chinese dance community. The import of new ideas and thoughts
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from the West, including modernism and modern art, promoted the formation of a
‘modern’ consciousness for dance practitioners. Xu Rui (2006) argues that:
In this period, the discussion about Chinese ethnic and folk dance
creation showed the most obvious tendency for change . . . [dance
practitioners] longed for breaking through the conventional patterns and
methods of choreography . . . The concept of critical inheritance almost
dominated both the theoretical interpretations and creative reflections. (p.
47)
Table 1: Major social and dance events in the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s
Time Period

Major Social Events

Major Dance Events

1980s

The ‘Reform and Openingup’ policy was
implemented.

1. The Beijing Dance Academy
started developing undergraduate
education.

‘Reconstruction’
phase*

1990s
‘Variation’ phase

2. In 1987, the first modern dance
program was established at the
Guangdong Dance Academy.
The Chinese economy
transformed to a socialist
market economy.

1. In 1993, the Beijing Dance
Academy established the Modern
Dance Laboratory and modern
dance choreography course.
2. A category called ‘new dance’
first appeared in the First Lotus
Award China National Dance
Competition in 1998.

2000s
‘Hybridisation’
phase

1. China joined the World
Trade Organization in
December 2001.
2. The National People’s
Congress approved the
protection of non-materially
based cultural heritage
works and activities.

In 2002, the ‘contemporary
dance’ category replaced ‘new
dance’ in the Third Lotus Award
China National Dance
Competition.

Source: Discussing the modernity of dance creation in the new time period (M Zhu, 2007b)
* These phases are derived from Zhu (2007).
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In 1990s: Identity of ontological consciousness in dance, Lü-Yi-Sheng (1999)
reflected on the influence of socialist realism and Soviet ballet on Chinese dance
practitioners in the decades preceding the opening up of the 1980s and leading to
choreographers starting to reconsider the nature of dance while enriching and
strengthening individual expression. During this time, dance practitioners began to
realise that dance was not only the representation of a story or character, but also the
embodiment of dance itself. That is, if the 1980s could be considered a period of
enlightenment for its growing consciousness of an ontological awareness of Chinese
dance practices breaking from a paradigm of state ideology, then Chinese dance
practitioners in the 1990s consciously explored the laws of dance itself. Dance works
then became more diverse in terms of form, subject and body language.
By the late 1980s, consumerism and the proliferation of popular culture had
gradually changed the lifestyle of the people. In November 1993, the Third Plenum
of the 14th Chinese Communist Party passed a resolution to build a socialist market
economy, and “the integration of the Chinese economy with global markets had
multiple effects on Chinese social life” (Dirlik & Zhang, 1997, p. 6). In the same
year, the Beijing Dance Academy established the Modern Dance Laboratory and a
modern dance choreography course. However, modern dance choreographers were
also involved in the creation of Chinese classical dance and ethnic and folk dance,
which may have affected the Chinese classical dance language.
Throughout the 1990s, as a result of significant variations in dance form, movement
and aesthetics, notions of inheritance and development became the major points of
discussion in Chinese dance circles. According to Xu, the creation of Chinese ethnic
and folk dance at that time tended to break the constraints of traditional cultural
connotations and explore the further innovations of dance movement and form.
‘Tradition’ as an important measure of Chinese ethnic and folk dance creation
became less obvious, and perhaps even vague (Xu, 2006, p. 67). In response, some
23

dance scholars were concerned that the modernisation of Chinese traditional dance
would lead to a loss of national character, while others believed that Chinese dance
practitioners should break the bonds of tradition, explore innovative ways of
expression and promote the development of dance in the new period (Xu, 2006). In
fact, the argument appeared to be less about whether modernisation was needed, and
more about what kind of modernisation was needed and how to realise it.
In the early twenty-first century, the concept of hybridisation was useful in
examining the fusion found in Chinese contemporary dance forms as developed in
my published paper entitled Dance creation in China in the 21st century: Tradition
coexisting with modern and postmodern (M. Zhu, 2007a). In December 2001, China
officially joined the World Trade Organization, thus bringing globalisation to China.
However, globalisation also resulted in a need to confront the balance between the
global and the local. Therefore, during this time, China was faced with several binary
choices: traditional versus modern, elite culture versus commodity economy and
globalisation versus localisation. In Liu’s (2000, p. 45) opinion, during the
intersection of East and West cultures, “we first need to address the local orientation
rather than the international integration” (p. 45). On 28 August 2004, the National
People’s Congress passed approval for the protection of non-materially based
cultural heritage works and activities. As a result, the fusion of different dance styles
became increasingly common. After the variation in dance vocabulary instigated by
the forces of globalisation, the boundaries of Chinese dance became more porous.
Conversely, concepts of ‘original culture’ and ‘localisation’ became the critical
points of discussion in the Chinese dance community. However, in any discussion of
hybridisation, including the current research, it is impossible to discuss the
modernity of Chinese dance without considering tradition and how tradition is
understood in China, particularly in consideration of the particular social and
political contexts of certain times. This doctoral research grew out of my developing
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awareness of the necessity to reconsider the value of tradition, particularly in the era
of globalisation.
Since the mid 1980s, an increasing number of dance studies have been conducted
worldwide from various perspectives, including anthropological, political,
ethnographic, postcolonial and phenomenological (Allen, 1997; Desmond, 1997;
Farnell, 1995; Fraleigh, 1987; Morris, 1996). These studies have provided insights
into the complex relationship between notions of tradition and the modern, as well as
cultural continuity and change from particular points of view. For example, Allen
argues that the “revival” of south Indian dance involves a complex process of
repopulation (one community appropriating a practice from another), reconstruction
(altering elements of repertoire and choreography), renaming (from nautch and other
terms to bharata natyam), re-situation (from temple, court and salon to the stage)
and restoration (splicing together of performances to create a new practice and invent
a historical one) (Allen, 1997, p. 63). However, Allen (1997, pp. 63–64) claims that
solely focusing on the celebration of something new in dance could lead to neglect of
other meanings of revival and obscure the process of transformation. Reed (1998)
states that, since the 1980s, interdisciplinary dance studies have more broadly
contributed to “situating studies of dance and movement within broader frameworks
of embodiment and the politics of culture . . . dance scholars have demonstrated how
performers invent and reinvent identities through movement” (p. 527). For example,
in Indian dance, “all of India’s so-called ‘classical’ performing arts went through
some sort of revival or reinvention in the twentieth century” (Walker, 2010, p. 172).
Walker (2010, p. 180) further argues that the understandings of purity, authenticity
and appropriation need to be challenged, and that “embracing hybridity” can assist in
breaking down the conception of cultural purity and, therefore, superiority.
At the same time, for artists originating from and practicing in the ‘Asian’ context, it
is crucial to explore the relationship between the West, Asian tradition and
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modernisation. For instance, Jacinto (2015) investigates contemporary dance in
Southeast Asia and finds that “to many current choreographers, contemporary dance
is less a form of dance and more a process, a mode of production, a new way of
working, of exploring concepts. It is a constant questioning of practice” (p. 6).
Similarly, I argue that during the modernisation of China in regard to social,
economic and political development, Chinese traditional dance has also experienced
a process of reinvention and transformation, as well as the melding of the traditional
and modern in choreography. This thesis is the written result of a practice-led
research examination into the notion of cultural tradition as being dynamic and
variable. It includes an exploration of the possible relevance of traditional practice to
performance creation and performer training in a contemporary cross-cultural
context through practical experiments at the Western Australian Academy of
Performing Arts (WAAPA) in Perth, Australia, and at the Beijing Normal University
in Beijing, China. The next section of this thesis outlines the research background
and the methodological processes used during the course of this research.
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Chapter One: Research Background
Tradition is a current, like an endless river. That river is flowing against
the current, metamorphosing along with the different landforms and
changing direction continuously. Someone shouted that [artistic]
development must be based on tradition. How can a base be built in a
flowing river? . . . Actually flowing through the long river of tradition is
not water, but blood. The descendants have been infiltrated by that gene,
that blood, and spiritual temperament. Variations in tradition are like the
ups and downs of the river. (G. Wu, 2009, p. 97)
Similarly, Huang’s (1990) Tradition is a river depicts the image of Chinese music
tradition as a continuous but ever-changing river. The perception of tradition for
most Chinese dance practitioners and scholars means an acknowledgment of
tradition as dynamic and variable in order to maintain the vitality of the cultural
tradition itself, especially during the (ongoing) processes of modernisation. This
project is derived from what I have witnessed first-hand as something very similar –
a commonly held perception in the Chinese dance community that tradition in dance
is also like that of a river. It investigates the nature and characteristics of reinventing
traditional insights and art practices in contemporary performance. The project
especially focuses on the embodiment, malleability and applicability of Chinese
traditional thoughts and techniques. In interpreting the meaning of the reinvention of
tradition, this thesis investigates the correlation, tension and interface between
tradition and modernisation in a particular social and cultural environment. Further,
it discusses the potential applicability of traditional thoughts and practices outside of
the original cultural context in new, intercultural and interdisciplinary contexts.
Undoubtedly, gender, race, ethnicity, politics, ideology and religion all have a
substantial impact on the cultivation and shaping of a unique body and its
embodiment. In addition to these factors, intercultural/cross-cultural/transcultural,
and hybrid border zones are also areas of scholarship that this research could have
addressed. Similarly, it is critical to continually reiterate these factors when
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examining both China and Chineseness. However, I did not plan to investigate and
analyse the idea of reinventing tradition from all perspectives, neither did I plan to
reduce binaries between the East and the West. Rather, my aim was to understand
the reinvention of tradition in terms of flowing like a river, pulsating with the
contours of the rocks and a river bed that shifts its path.
Research Questions
This research revolves around two central questions:
1. What is the phenomenon of the reinvention of tradition in relationship to
contemporary dance making in China?
2. What can traditional insights offer contemporary performance makers in
training and performance?
At the heart of this thesis is the acknowledgement that there is a history in China of
understanding tradition as something that is changeable and continually reinvented.
This provides the foundation for the assumption that the academic establishment of
Chinese classical dance is essentially the creation of a “new ancient tradition” (Li,
Gao, & Zhu, 2004, p. 46). The logic of Chinese cultural tradition as dynamic and
changeable has led to variations in dance vocabulary and the hybridisation of
different dance styles in contemporary Chinese classical dance works. I posit that
Chinese dance practitioners believe that tradition is in a constant state of invention
and reinvention in order to secure cultural continuity. This argument is in contrast to
the idea that tradition needs to be challenged and the notion that considers tradition
archaic and no longer relevant. According to Shils (1981), the latter is evident in
Western processes of modernisation with a tendency to argue that “beliefs, practices,
and institutions . . . needed to be changed, replaced, or discarded in favor of new
ones, which would invariably be better ones” (p. 2). To extend my argument further,
I consider Chinese traditional dance in the contemporary context and in what can be
revealed through the reinvention process more generally. The most critical aspect of
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this transformation is that it was conducted in an entirely different cultural context –
that is, predominantly in Perth, Western Australia. Thus, the research questions
outlined above include a subcategory that asks how traditional techniques might be
developed and applied to movement training and performance making in a crosscultural context, and thus reinvented.
I taught Chinese sleeve dance to non-Chinese performance students at WAAPA in
Perth. This gave me an outside–in view and provided an opportunity to question
what I might take for granted as the fundamentals or essential qualities of Chinese
traditional dance. Gaining this perspective was important in finding connections
between Chinese traditional insights and movement techniques that were applicable
in a contemporary dance setting. I delimited the creative research in workshop form
to specifically employ components of Chinese sleeve dance, Tai Ji philosophy and
Tai Ji Quan. This was partly because I have extensive knowledge and experience in
these two forms, and because both sleeve dance and Tai Ji are significant parts of
Chinese traditional culture.
Chinese sleeve dance is a typical traditional art form that is considered to represent
and embody unique Chinese traditional aesthetics and cultural meaning (Shao,
2004). Tai Ji is widely considered a core concept in Chinese traditional philosophy.
Based on the Tai Ji philosophy, Tai Ji Quan embodies the Chinese understanding of
the relationship between human beings and nature, and between the body and the
mind. I studied Tai Ji Quan, mainly the Chen Style with the Tai Ji master, Liu
Guanglai, for four years in Beijing and have also been influenced by the Yang Style
of Tai Ji Quan and Taiji Daoyin through self-study. The Chen Style of Tai Ji Quan
embraces the essential principles of Tai Ji Quan practice, and in particular,
emphasises the spiral motion of the body and that the body moves as if all the parts
were one. In this research, I applied the components of Tai Ji Quan to performer
training and my creative work, especially the ideas of ‘the flow of qi’ and its
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circulation within the body. Investigating the development and variation of Chinese
sleeve dance and Tai Ji provides a unique example of the modification of tradition in
a specific cross-cultural context. However, this study is not intended to focus on
sleeve dance research or write a history of sleeve dance or Tai Ji, but rather to
investigate the translatability of both in a different cultural paradigm.
Research Significance
This study offers an argument for ‘the reinvention of tradition’ embodied in
contemporary Chinese dance, especially Chinese classical dance, and an argument
for the role of Tai Ji in contemporary performance and performer training. It
attempts to provide an alternative understanding of tradition, articulate the
transformation of tradition in Chinese contemporary choreography and demonstrate
hybridity as a response to the tension between tradition and modernisation.
Moreover, the significance exists in the telling of this dynamic moulding of what has
come before with what is possible, and in the making of something new during the
creative practice itself. Reflecting on the practice in the practice, the research
contributes to dance and contemporary performance scholarship in cultural and
historical contexts by considering the possibilities of applying Chinese sleeve dance
and elements of Tai Ji philosophy and Tai Ji Quan to contemporary movement
training and performance outside of the original context in China.
Methodology: A dance between the theory and the practice
I draw upon multiple modes of inquiry to study the complex relationship between
tradition and modernisation in Chinese dance, including esoteric philosophy, history,
ethnography and phenomenology. The overarching methodology is the direct
application of the reinvention of tradition to my individual performance making and
teaching practice through practice-led research.
Over the past two decades, a number of terms have emerged in which the practice of
a particular art form is the predominant source of data generation. These include
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practice-led research, research-led practice, practice-based research, practice as
research or performative research. Denzin and Lincoln (2003, p. 7) called this
phenomenon a “performance turn” in qualitative research. Researchers have
increasingly realised that words and numbers have limited ability to precisely
represent the complexities and subtleties of human behaviour, and the primacy of
quantitative research needs to be challenged. To capture all human experience, if
indeed this is possible, it is imperative to develop new research paradigms and
methods. This development calls into question the generation and evaluation of
knowledge. It can be said that this research seeks to develop a meaningful and
rigorous interpretation of the notion of adaptation and transformation, and of
‘reinventing tradition’, in a particular artistic form with broader implications to other
cultural artefacts, habits and traditions. However, it should be noted that I also use
methods that are familiar with qualitative methodologies; therefore, these are not two
discrete paradigms. Rather, practice-led methods such as studio time, performance,
personal experience and reflective practice are consistently intertwined with
qualitative research methods such as interviews, focus groups and observations. This
research borrows from an interweaving spiral model of both theory and practice –
two strands working collaboratively and transferring knowledge from one to the
other, which in turn supports the conceptualisation of the research as a whole.
Gray (1996) suggested that there are two major characteristics of the type of research
that fits within the practice-led methodological paradigm:
Firstly, research which is initiated in practice, where questions,
problems, challenges are identified and formed by the needs of practice
and practitioners; and secondly, that the research strategy is carried out
through practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific
methods familiar to us as practitioners. (p. 3)
Haseman (2007) conceptualised practice-led research that was performative in
nature, stating that “in the double articulation involved in creative arts research,
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practice brings into being what, for want of a better word, it names. The research
process inaugurates movement and transformation. It is performative” (p. 100).
Haseman (2007, p. 100) argues that this type of research is “intrinsically
experiential” and is carried out by people who commence a project with “an
enthusiasm of practice” rather than “a sense of ‘a problem’”, and who “dive in” to
explore what emerges. In practice-led research, the “symbolic data” and language
work as the research itself, and they represent the research findings (Haseman, 2007,
p. 150). Applying a practice-led approach to this research has allowed me to
interrogate my research objectives in the practice (via methods such as studio
workshops and performance) and about the practice (through critical analysis of the
field).
My enthusiasm for this line of enquiry originally came from identifying the
confusion caused by the ambiguous discourse of tradition and modernisation in
China and, more specifically, in dance and dance training in China. In the initial
stages of the research, I focused predominantly on reviewing past and current
performance and analysing historical and sociological examinations of the tradition
in relation to the modernisation of China and Chinese cultural heritage. However,
gradually realised that the written language was perhaps not enough to address
questions regarding artistic tradition and its reinvention. This problem is not only
because of “the complexity, uncertainty, instability, uniqueness and value conflicts”
(Schon, 1983, p. 14) displayed in professional practice, but also because the
performer in performance (and in the making of performance) resists the rationality
emphasised in empirical social science paradigms. According to McKenzie (2001),
“the performative subject is constructed as fragmented rather than unified,
decentered rather than centered, virtual as well as actual . . . Performative objects are
unstable rather than fixed, simulated rather than real” (p. 18). Thus, examining the
innovation of artistic form and body language requires the “insider’s understandings
of action” (Haseman, 2007, p. 150); otherwise, it will be difficult to grasp the
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ephemeral dancing images, unrepeatable psychophysical experiences and the
dynamic force of body movements. That is, one must engage directly with the
creative process from the inside to better understand the practice itself. I directly
apply traditional insights and artistic techniques in contemporary creation. This
process is termed “know-how” (Nelson, 2009, p. 118), or it can be said that the real
mastery of bodily movement is “knowing through doing” (Nelson, 2009, p. 125).
The knowing is distilled from practice and is part of the overall interrogation to
produce new knowledge on the relative applicability of traditional cultural heritage.
Based on the interwoven model of knowing and doing designed by Hong-Joe (as
cited in Fraleigh & Hanstein, 1999, p. 76), I developed a research model to illustrate
the interactions and interweavings of practice and theory that underpin the research
(see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Interwoven model of practice and theory
Source: Hong-Joe (as cited in Hanstein, 1999, p. 76)
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The creative practice and theoretical research components were not separate
processes within this project. Bolt (2014) analyses the relationship between theory
and practice, saying that “theory emerges from a reflexive practice at the same time
that practice is informed by theory. This double articulation is central to practice-led
research” (p. 29). During the research journey, I was continually made aware that if I
am the practitioner as researcher, then the research itself would require a dance
between the theory and the practice in equal measure, with each informing the other.
Further, self-reflection throughout the process would assist in comparing and
contrasting the discoveries along the way. More specifically, the theoretical
discussion offers a context for reviewing literary material related to ‘tradition’. For
instance, Shils (1981) argues that changes in tradition are inevitable, and that this
feature is intrinsic to artistic tradition to a certain extent. Further, the chain of
transmitted variants of a tradition can also be considered tradition. This argument
corresponds well to the notion of tradition as a river. Therefore, I examined so-called
traditional dance elements and their innovation as represented in contemporary dance
works, as well as how I might apply something similar in my original works and in
an institutional training setting. Conversely, the creative practice provided me with a
new context for critical review of the theoretical research component and
documentation developed from the research as a whole. The aims of aesthetic and
critical theory in this case are to consider how my creative work might make sense of
reinventing tradition, how the training approaches invented during the research could
become widely applicable, and how to articulate the rationality of the whole project
as rigorous, scholarly research.
Analysis within the historical, social and cultural context
Since the 1990s, dance scholars have emphasised how the practice of dance itself is a
rich and fertile area for examination, and that bodily discourse should be put into an
interdisciplinary research context in order to better understand “how social identities
are signaled, formed, and negotiated through bodily movement” (Desmond, 1997, p.
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29). Arguably, dance researchers have gradually formed a consensus that bodily
movements are socially and culturally formed, and that “no single movement in a
dance means anything by itself . . . its aesthetic essence, its symbolic and
metamorphic powers are created and interpreted within a cultural context” (Fraleigh,
1999, p. 196). Thus, the body serves not only as an object for portraying meaning
(which is itself culturally encoded), but also as a medium for displaying its continual
creation and re-creation (Desmond, 1997, p. 50). In this project, I have come to
understand the body as a social and cultural ‘text’, and I employed various
conceptual understandings from the social sciences and the humanities to analyse the
unique aesthetic features of contemporary Chinese dance and the relations of these
features with the particularities of China’s social modernisation. The objective was
to consider Chinese traditional dance in contemporary contexts and examine it
through the lens of ideas such as modernity, modernism, modernisation and multiple
modernities. In addition, I expected to reveal the tracks of transformation during the
reinventing process, and to investigate the intrinsic cultural connotations and
aesthetic features represented in the body through case studies of choreographic
works and related archives. Therefore, the close reading of the body as text
emphasises the analysis of how social, political and cultural elements influence body
language and its expression.
Analysis within the phenomenological context
Citing Carter (2004), Bolt develops her understanding of ‘material thinking’ through
a discussion of the material nature of visual thinking. Bolt (2014, p. 30) argues that
“material thinking is the logic of practice”. It not only “involves a particular
responsiveness to or conjunction with the intelligence of materials and processes in
practice”, but also produces original understandings through dealing with the
materials of production “rather than a self-conscious attempt at transgression” (Bolt,
2014, p. 31).
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I perceive the body as the material of production that guides me through a process of
material thinking. Compared to other ‘materials’ used in artistic creation, the body
generates multi-sensorial experiences that contribute to generating a
phenomenological knowing. The body has the capacity to move beyond representing
logical, linear, cause-and-effect narratives; it is capable of “an investigation of one’s
existence as a philosopher” (Diprose & Reynolds, 2008, p. 111). Hence, in this
study, in addition to the analysis of body movement as a social practice, I also
conducted movement analysis within the phenomenological context, particularly in
the discussion of the flow of qi and its application in contemporary performance and
training. The critical reading of body in this case is based on the view that
“experience is also a form of knowledge gained as first hand, knowledge gained
from praxis” (George, 1996, p. 23). For me, the movement analysis not only refers to
reading or writing the shapes, meanings and dynamics of bodily movements, but also
involves being, sensing, engaging and embodying the psychophysical existence.
Feelings, perceptions and understandings of one’s presence gained from physical
experiences within a studio experiment might be ambiguous or difficult to describe
in verbal language, but they may still result in the generation of new insights.
Interviews
I interviewed 10 people, including dance scholars, choreographers and dance
teachers in China who respectively work for three influential dance institutions: the
Beijing Dance Academy, the Research Institute of Dance of the Chinese National
Academy of Arts and the Dance Department of Beijing Normal University. These
interviews were formal and structured. I aimed to investigate how the interviewees
understand the concept of tradition and modernity, and how they represent it in their
original dance works (see Appendix 4 for the interview questions).
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Focus group
After each movement workshop, I conducted a semi-structured focus group to gather
feedback and thoughts from the participants. Each focus group was conducted with
five to eight participants for around 20–30 minutes (see Appendix 2 for the focus
group questions). In addition to the set questions, I gave the participants freedom to
discuss what arose for them in the Tai Ji-based movement workshop.
Workshop experiments and self-reflection
Workshop experimentation is one of the major research approaches employed in this
project. From 2014 to 2016, I conducted a series of ‘Tai Ji-Based Movement
Workshops’ for Bachelor of Performing Arts (BPA) students and Dance students at
WAAPA, and for Dance students at Beijing Normal University (BNU). In the
workshop experiments, there were two main steps. Firstly, I carefully selected some
effective exercises that are seen in Tai Ji Quan practice as the basis of my movement
training method, such as cultivating the qi, ‘pushing the imaginary stake with the
body centre’, and ‘pushing the hands’. These basic exercises provided access for
participants to understand the essential motion principles of Tai Ji Quan. Secondly, I
used improvisation as a way for participants to apply the components of Tai Ji Quan
into a performance context. This context offered freedom for participants to explore
their sense of space, time, body and movement based on their understanding of the
flow of qi, continuity, circularity, and the unity of human beings and nature. My
position as an artist, researcher and teacher enables me to explore the applicability of
traditional techniques in contemporary movement training and performance during
the practice process. The interrelationship between the roles of artist, researcher and
teacher also allowed me to become a/r/tographer by examining “educational
phenomena through an artistic understanding and inquiry process. It is thinking as
doing that produces a/r/tographical knowledge” (Springgay, 2008, p. 87). More
specifically, the workshop experimentations become a pseudo-ethnographic study
involving methods of reflective practice, participant observation, focus groups and
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interviews. By studying the implementation of the training systems I am familiar
with (Tai Ji and Chinese classical dance) in an unfamiliar setting, and when
participants are unfamiliar with either, I was able to capture the applicability of what
is essentially my tradition in a new setting, and to evaluate this according to
participants’ immediate responses.
During the creative process, I continually reflected on my understanding of the key
concepts discussed in this thesis, such as qi, by examining the design of the exercises
in the movement workshops. There were 16 workshops from 2014 to 2016, totalling
more than 40 hours (see Appendix 1). I invented training exercises based on my
practical experience (of Tai Ji and Chinese dance) and made them flexible so I could
adjust the exercise in response to reactions and feedback from the participants. In
some cases, participants’ responses led to the creation of new exercises as I
scrutinised how they mastered or struggled with a particular exercise; “as a result of
this reflexive process, methodologies in artistic research are necessarily emergent
and subject to repeated adjustment, rather than remaining fixed throughout the
process of enquiry” (Barrett, 2007, p. 6).
In the analysis of the Tai Ji-based movement workshop in Chapter Five, I primarily
describe and analyse the purpose, function, and significance of each exercise
conducted in the workshop based on my observation through video, the memory of
experience, and the feedback from participants. I focus on the outcome produced
from the workshop experiments and pay less attention to displaying evidence of the
in-process reflection. The workshop experiments proceeded smoothly and there were
no failures or difficulties running workshops. There was a visible difference in
participants during the workshops especially their gradual improvement in their
understandings of the idea of qi and their mastery of the exercises. I gradually
developed the language to articulate those profound and elusive concepts and proved
its applicability through continuous exploration and teaching. Therefore, the video in
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Chapter Five documents the journey that participants and I took and is a type of
practice journal. These clips together with the analysis of the workshop, the film of
Hunger and the analysis of this performance piece are to be considered as my final
outcome of my unfinished and ongoing creative practice.
Studio experiments, performance and video recording
During my reflections in and on the practice that helped fashion the workshops, I
also developed my approach to the creative works Hunger and Penanegra. For the
purposes of this thesis, I distinguish these from workshop experiments as studio and
performance experiments. However, sometimes these sessions were distinct from the
workshops, and sometimes there was a lack of distinction, or a blurring between
workshop, art object and process, depending on what I took to the classes with the
participants and what I brought into the studio, either in solo work or in work with
other participants, such as co-creators and fellow performers Frances Barbe
(Penanegra) and Tanatchaporn Kittikong (Hunger). Interestingly, according to
Rosler, “(If you want to) bring conscious, concrete knowledge to your work . . . you
had better locate yourself pretty concretely in it” (as cited in Cole & Knowles, 2008,
p. 55). In this sense, during the making of the work, I worked from the inside of the
bodily material in order to gain a sensory experience of the movement and
understand how the movement was being composed. At the same time, I stepped
outside to reflect on how the movement was made. The interaction between inside
and outside, and between experiencing and reflecting, provides depth and rigor to the
creation of a new work in the practice-led research paradigm (see Appendix 3 for the
creative processes of Hunger and Penanegra).
In this project, the functions of the performances were twofold. First, the
performances displayed a trajectory of inquiry driven by curiosity, questions,
challenges and solutions offered by myself as the creative practitioner/researcher.
Second, the performances were a communicative means to demonstrate research and
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hopefully gain peer review in the process. The elements of thinking, composing,
experimenting and performing during the creative process continually enriched my
understanding of ‘reinventing tradition’, and they contribute to the articulation of my
substantial research findings. Phillips (2014) proposed that creative research
resembles “choreographies of thought” that are continually “wrestling with, pursuing
and grasping the intangible and ever-restless shifts of meaning in whatever form that
meaning may appear” (p. 281). The two performances presented in this project were
respectively linked to the application of Chinese sleeve dance and Tai Ji within
specific yet different contexts that interestingly took the form of interdisciplinary and
cross-cultural contexts. Performance itself may represent an expressive form of
knowledge that is capable of making tacit knowledge explicit and available. Thus,
performance may meet the needs of the “non-verbal form of transmission” (H. Smith
& Dean, 2009, p. 3) of research, and thereby make an original and significant
contribution to knowledge.
Video recording is not only a crucial research approach, but also an important
medium for presenting research outputs in this project. Kinlaw (1989) argues that
video recording is one of the most powerful methods for data collection and
documentation of research, and it is useful in developing communication skills.
Video footage from workshops, studio rehearsals and performances became tools for
self-reflection to review my creative practice and the participants’ performances. In
this thesis, they continue to be tools for the reader to engage with the full extent and
the highly practical and body-oriented extent of the research. That is, the video
recordings make it possible to capture the ephemeral images and discussions of
physical performance. Video recordings are juxtaposed with the textual analysis in
this thesis to reflect how the doing and the knowing are intertwined, and to ensure
that the body and bodily knowing maintain their presence within the project.
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In this thesis, there are 16 video clips that document two performances (Hunger and
Penanegra) and the workshops conducted at WAAPA in Perth and BNU in Beijing.
There is only a short video filmed in Beijing which was embedded in video clip 8,
Exercise 4, qi ball improvisation. This is because I was only able to conduct 3 hours’
workshop for the BNU dancers so the length of footage does not display the process
and progression of how BNU dancers were dealing with the exercises but can only
show their immediate response at that moment. In addition, the sound in that video
footage was muffled by external noises and thus I decided not to use it in the thesis.
It should be noted that the investigation of Tai Ji in performance through Hunger led
me to the examination of Tai Ji in performer training. I was intrigued to see whether
student performers from WAAPA might benefit from learning Tai Ji. The
application of Tai Ji in movement training was beyond what might be assumed as
valuable from a martial art or a meditative movement form. Rather the application
enabled students to gain knowledge and experience that they could utilise for
enhancing the focus and psychophysical energy, and perhaps also for performance
making itself. It might appear to be counter intuitive to read about the performer
training and performance first. However, I wanted the reader experience the journey
of each exercise before encountering the performance of Hunger. Thus, reading the
thesis should be a journey in itself and I wanted the reader to appreciate the
meditative quality of Tai Ji as they watched the videos of the workshops and then the
performance.
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Chapter Two: Tension Between Tradition and Modernity
Since the argument between cultural conservatives and ‘radicals’ began in the early
twentieth century, the debate around ‘tradition and modernity’ has played a dominant
role in the intellectual discussion and social practice of China. The broad influence
of Chinese traditional culture has inspired criticism and reflection, which has in turn
affected the cultural choices for China at every turning point of its historical
transition to modernisation. In this sense, Chinese scholars depict “the twentieth
century as one of criticism and enlightenment” (L. Chen, 2009, p. 355). For Chinese
artists, the twentieth century was a search for the values and identity of China past
and present across the disciplines of dance, music, theatre and visual art. Therefore,
individual artistic expression is intimately linked with the realisation of modern
China.
Defining Tradition
The understanding of tradition (

chuantong) in the Chinese cultural context

refers to the transmission of ideological culture, beliefs, practices, institutions,
customs and habits from the past into the present. The term
to the continuity of time
authority

(chuantong) relates

(chuan) and the expansion of space and establishment of

(tong). Culturally, tradition is multifaceted and can be separated “into

three basic levels: craft and technology, organisation and value system. The core of
the value system encompasses moral, aesthetic and religious values” (Chen &
Ryden, 2009, p. 67). Traditions are processes of history that penetrate people’s lives
and contribute to the evolution and diversification of human civilisation. Shils
(1971) proposes a similar definition:
The terms ‘tradition’ and ‘traditional’ are used to describe and explain
the recurrence in approximately identical form of structures of conduct
and patterns of belief . . . over a long time within single societies . . . and
within corporate bodies as well as over regions . . . which are unified to

42

the extent of sharing in some measure a common culture-which means
common traditions. (p. 123)
Shils (1981) argues that structures of conduct or patterns of belief have to “last over
at least three generations – however long or short these are – to be a tradition” (p.
15). However, he also acknowledges that the boundaries of a generation are blurry.
In terms of traditional behaviour, the influential sociologist, philosopher and political
economist Max Weber (1947) argued that it is “very often a matter of almost
automatic reaction to habitual stimuli which guides behavior in a course which has
been repeatedly followed” (p. 116). Shils emphasises that the conduct of traditional
behaviours in contemporary society is motivated and meaningful. He believes that
changes or modifications in tradition are incessant and inevitable because of tensions
between the endogenous desire of tradition to overcome its limited power and the
exogenous pressure from alien traditions and changed circumstances in which
tradition operates. However, “this chain of transmitted variants of a tradition is also
called a tradition . . . the connectedness of the variations may consist in common
themes, in the contiguity of presentation and departure, and in descent from a
common origin” (Shils, 1981, p. 13). He further points out that the evaluation of
transformation of a tradition is based on the recognition of essential elements:
[Tradition’s] essential elements persist in combination with other
elements which change, but what makes it a tradition is that what are
thought to be the essential elements are recognizable by an external
observer as being approximately identical at successive steps or acts of
transmission and possession. (Shils, 1981, p.14)
Giddens’ attitude towards the notion of tradition was somewhat ambiguous. In The
consequence of modernity, he draws on Shils’s concept of tradition to argue the
reflexivity of tradition and its openness to constant reinvention and reinterpretation:
“There are continuities between the traditional and the modern, and neither is cut of
whole cloth” (Giddens, 1990, p. 4). However, later in Reflexive modernisation
(Beck, Lash, & Giddens, 1994), Giddens argues that “if it is traditional, a belief or
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practice has an integrity and continuity which resists the buffeting of change.
Traditions have an organic character: they develop and mature, or weaken and ‘die’”
(pp. 62–63). In Alexander’s (1996, p. 136) view, “[Giddens] has made the
tradition/modernity dichotomy obsolete” (p. 136). The revision to this particular
dualism has been undertaken by a wide range of contemporary thinkers who suggest
that “reflexivity, whether modern, late modern or postmodern, can be understood
only within the context of cultural tradition, not outside of it” (Alexander, 1996, p.
136). That is, the debate surrounding tradition and modernity cannot be separated
from a specific cultural context.
Chen’s (2009) discussion of the transformation of traditional culture is placed within
a sequence of a value system, which “goes from low to high, from external to
internal, scientific technology, political system, human science to morality,
aesthetics and religion” (p. 68). Within this sequence, political and organisational
systems and ways of living are considered external values that can be significantly
changed because of the transformation in the means of production and exchange. In
contrast, internal values such as morality, aesthetics and religion have the quality of
universality and continuity, and therefore have “a significance that transcends the
ear” (L. Chen, 2009, p. 68). Internal values tend to resist change, but as all things are
dynamic, they will transform in different, and perhaps slightly subtler, ways. Thus,
tradition is neither an immutable fossil nor an ancient form existing without recreative flux, especially amidst the constant currents of assimilation and variation of
the overarching tradition of Chinese history. However, the existence of an enduring
‘essence’ of internal cultural values that underpin the changes in the transmission
and possession of cultural tradition is beyond doubt.
Tradition and Modernity in Contemporary China
Attitudes towards tradition in the West and China have differed across the course of
modernisation. Modernity, which began in Europe, is generally known as the period
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in history that exhibits a strong sense of time that sharply distinguishes between the
past (the ancient) and the present (the modern) (Calinescu, 1987). Since the Age of
Enlightenment (in the West), tradition has been regarded as unable to be proven
and/or tested rationally and scientifically; consequently, traditional beliefs have
conflicted with reason, which is the guiding principle of becoming modernised
(Shils, 1981). According to Giddens (1994), the definition of modernity in the West
“always stood in opposition to tradition . . . For most of its history, modernity has
rebuilt tradition as it has dissolved it” (p. 56). Williams (1985) states that
“improvement, progress, and tradition” are the three main terms used to describe
modernity (p. 208). In his opinion, modern is not only superior to the past, but also
opposite to the past. Thus, “the ‘tradition/modernity’ binary is constructed upon a
linear conception of time containing a teleology of ‘progress’” (H. Wang & Huters,
2011, p. 270).
From the perspective of rationalist and conservative criticism, twentieth-century
philosopher Karl Popper (1963) asserts that “I am not interested in tradition. I want
to judge everything on its own merits . . . with my own brain, and not with the brains
of other people who lived long ago” (p. 120). The remoteness and unfittingness of
tradition to contemporaneous settings appear to be the main reasons for the dismissal
and rejection of tradition in modern times. However, at the same time, innovators
may not anticipate that the cost of their victories lies in the new practices also
becoming traditional, thus ignoring the truth that the present is “in the grip of the
past” (Shils, 1981, p. 45).
Many historians use the paradigm “Western impact-Chinese response” (Y. Yu, 2012,
p. 8) proposed by John K. Fairbank to explain China’s contemporary development
since the mid-nineteenth century. The paradigm considers that Western modernity,
including democracy and science, challenged Chinese traditions, and the latter failed
to give an ‘appropriate’ response. This is a complex and multi-faceted argument that
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I do not attempt to reconcile here. Rather, I argue that elements of Chinese tradition
are entirely dependent on notions of adaptation and transformation, and that
‘response’ – that is, responding to internal and external stimuli – is in fact the nature
of not only philosophical ruminations, but also day-to-day life. However, during the
process of more recent modernisation globally, China as a (major) developing nation
engaged in modernisation that was not completely without internal ambivalence and
resistance. Previously, a few scholars have questioned the rationality of the paradigm
‘Western impact-Chinese response’. For example, Wang Hui argues that “key
concepts of modernity were produced from within Christian civilization, so why use
them to describe non-western societies and cultures . . . The intellectual system of
modernity manifests deep theoretical contradictions and paradigmatic crises” (H.
Wang & Huters, 2011, p. 277). Some scholars argue that the past 100 years of
Chinese history cannot simply be considered an external reaction to contemporary
Western civilisation; instead, it needs to be located in the mutual contradiction via
China’s own modernisation (L. Chen, 2009).
In contrast, international scholars propose that there is more than one concept of
modernity. Mazlish (2002) states that “modernity has been multiple since its
inception, in the sense that it keeps evolving in meaning” (p. 68). Further, Eisenstadt
(2002) proposes that the idea of ‘multiple modernities’ is the best way to understand
the contemporary world, arguing that:
Modernity and westernization are not identical. Western patterns of
modernity are not the only authentic modernities, though they enjoy
historical precedence and continue to be a basic reference point for
others . . . modernity is to be viewed as distinct civilization, with distinct
institutional and cultural characteristics. (pp. 27–28)
Historically, the first tide of anti-tradition took place with the outbreak of the May
Fourth Movement (1919) in China. Young intellectuals claimed that traditional
culture hindered the revival of the Chinese nation and should be rejected and
criticised. Paradoxically, this radical criticism was derived from an awareness of the
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national crisis. More arguments arose among the schools of liberalism, radicalism
and conservatism during that period. Despite opposition and contradictions to these
opinions, these commentators shared common nationalist sentiments:
The issues they think about and seek to resolve are largely about how to
respond to tradition, how to accept the West, how to build China’s new
culture . . . To revive China is their common and central topic. They all
look to the West for truth, but all seek to avoid the many contradictions
and serious failings that have been exposed by the development of
western culture. They all hope that China will leave the Middle Ages and
move into modernisation. (L. Chen, 2009, p. 1)
It is noticeable that the so-called ‘cultural conservatism’ (

, wenhua

shoucheng zhuyi) is neither an upholding of antiquity nor a social-political
conservatism. Rather, it is more rooted in traditional culture and committed to
integrating old and new and selectively absorbing foreign culture to meet the needs
of the expression of the times. Alitto (1991) observes that “thinkers proposed a
harmony of Chinese and western culture and proposed that the future world
civilisation should be a synthesis of Chinese and western culture” (p. 5). Chinese
scholars accept this proposition and distinguish cultural conservatism from cultural
radicalism, favouring gradual and critical change based not breaking the core of the
system and its national and country-bound nature (L. Chen, 2009).
In 1940, Mao Ze-Dong (1991) put forward the idea of critically inheriting traditional
culture in his

(On New Democracy). He proposed that:

A splendid old culture was created during the long period of Chinese
feudal society. To study the development of this old culture, to reject its
feudal dross and assimilate its democratic essence is a necessary
condition for developing our new national culture and increasing our
national self-confidence, but we should never swallow anything and
everything uncritically.
After the founding of New China (1949), the cultural attitude towards traditions for a
government was “Let a hundred flowers bloom and new things emerge from the old”
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(

,

, baihuaqifang, tuichenchuxin), which asserted a prudent

approach to inheritance and innovation (Q. Liu, 2001, p. 28). In 1960, the third
Chinese National Literature Figures and Artists’ Conference reaffirmed the guiding
principle of the inheritance of cultural tradition as critical, summing up its position as
“taking the essence and discarding the dregs” (Feng, 2002, p. 14). During the
Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), a cultural radicalism became the social
mainstream that led to turmoil, political purging and ‘re-education’ programs that
reinforced Maoist communist ideology over any other ideological pursuit, including
that of more traditional Chinese belief systems. On 17th February 1967, the Chinese
government issued “the Decision on the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in
Literature and Art Groups” (Feng, 2002, p. 68), and the explicit goal of this
movement was to conduct a socialist revolution on the cultural front. The so called
cultural revolution actually became a political movement in which the creation of art
works was inevitably bonded together with the political ideas and became a tool for
propaganda. In the early 1980s, the Chinese government instigated a series of
significant changes. The ‘Reform and Opening-up’ policy accelerated social
transformation from tradition to modernisation, opening China to the world again.
Culturally, it inspired reflection and a searching for China’s cultural roots. As a
result of the enormous social transformation and the rise of widespread criticism and
arguments in the fields of philosophy, history and aesthetics during the 1980s, this
period is usually called the ‘New Time Period’ and is defined as ‘New
Enlightenment’ by Chinese academics, who regard it as a legacy of the May Fourth
Movement (He, 2010, p. 33). Entering the twenty-first century with its prevailing
globalisation, Chinese intellectuals formed a deeper and more conscious
understanding of the complexity between tradition and modernity, and they explored
traditions in a desire to achieve a cultural identity.
From the May Fourth Movement to the contemporary era, the debate regarding
‘tradition and modernity’ can be summarised by two opposite opinions: the radical
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view of completely dismissing Chinese tradition and the moderate view of
selectively inheriting the beneficial parts of traditional culture. These two parties
shared a common thought about values, but the former stresses cultural change and
the latter emphasises cultural identity. In Shils’s view, “nothing called a tradition is a
single thing; each of its elements is open to acceptance, modification, or rejection.
The response to any tradition can be selective” (1981, p. 45). Compared to the
relatively singular evolution of Western modernisation, the effect and external
pressure from Western civilisation and internal desire to achieve nationally
legitimised modernisation are interwoven in the construction of Chinese modernity.
Chinese scholars do not contest whether to accept modernisation, reformation or
Western culture; rather, the core of their discussions invariably concentrate around
how to treat tradition. In the 1990s, they gradually formed a consensus on the issue
of tradition and modernity, claiming that “tradition is not something that we can
simply disregard. To refuse or reject tradition is not possible . . . the meaning of
tradition depends far more on how we interpret and implement it, how we creatively
transmit its meaning” (Chen, 2009, p. 358). Therefore, along with the experience of
struggles and circuity of Chinese history in the twentieth century, the hybrid cultural
form of critical inheritance and creative transformation can be seen as a historical
choice that was driven by a desire to revive the Chinese nation.
Tradition and Modernity in Chinese Classical Dance
During the development of Chinese dance, especially for Chinese classical dance,
the discernment and evaluation of dance tradition has always been a major issue for
the community. The slogans that consider the value of tradition vary from “taking
the essence and discarding the dregs” to “inheritance and development” (Feng, 2002,
p. 14). The contradictions/tensions between tradition and innovation directly
influence every aspect of Chinese dance development; alternatively, they can be
considered an embodiment of a balance between selective inheritance of tradition
and creative transformation in the dance form.
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After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, political institutions and
cultural organisations needed to be rebuilt urgently. In 1951, the Ministry of Culture
issued a new policy called ‘Instruction to Consolidate and Strengthen the National
Theatre Work’, which indicated that past literary and artistic propagandists should be
developed into professional troupes to construct theatre arts. The general assignment
was directed towards “striving to develop new opera, new drama, new music and
new dance, to educate people with revolutionary spirit and patriotism” (Feng, 2002,
p. 6). The highest priority for the preliminary Chinese dance at that time was to
cultivate qualified professional dancers as soon as possible, and the establishment of
a Chinese national dance training curriculum was the starting point. Under
instructions to construct a new Chinese dance, a few dance troupes in Beijing, such
as the Dance Company of Central Academy of Drama, tried to improve their training
in the early 1950s, and the Beijing Dance School (BDS) was founded with the help
of Soviet ballet experts in 1954. Until 1960, one of the most significant events was
the publication of

,

(The Teaching System of Chinese Classical

Dance), which signified the creation, reform and completion of this art form in its
early stage of exploration.
From the standpoint of creating a national dance to promote traditional culture and
demonstrate national features, the notion of ‘Chinese classical dance’ (gudianwu)
was put forward in 1950 by Ouyang Yuqian, who is one of the most prominent
figures in the New Drama Movement and a prestigious dramatist (as cited in Li et
al., 2004, p. 6). Ouyang argued, at that time, that traditional dance as an independent
form in China had declined after the twelfth century. However, significant traditional
dance, especially the dance achievements made during the Tang Dynasty (AD 618–
AD 907) were inherited directly or adapted and then became the cornerstone of
traditional opera during the Song Dynasty (AD 960–AD 1279). Ouyang also
indicated that “the distinctive rhythm, elegant rhyme, healthy and beautiful lines as
well as powerful, expressive force, demonstrates very clearly the unique style of
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Chinese classical dance [from traditional opera], which cannot be found anywhere
else in the world” (as cited in Li, Gao & Zhu, 2004, p. 7). Therefore, as an artistic
form that preserves rich Chinese ancient dance, dance components of Chinese
traditional opera undoubtedly became the foundation of the syllabus of Chinese
classical dance, which also involved an absorption and reference to ballet training
structure, such as classwork being divided into ballet barre and centre training. The
reason for the reference to ballet is that it is viewed as an effective and scientific
system relevant to physical training for all kinds of professional dancers worldwide.
Thus, ballet was expected to offer advanced pedagogy and experience for creating a
Chinese national dance training system. The whole system has explicit
classifications of movement with unified standards in accordance with the needs of
professional dance training. According to Li Zheng-Yi (2012), the combining of
traditional opera dance with ballet was under consideration for temporal and
practical reasons: “the primary feature is pragmatic which has strong practicable
value” (p. 105). In addition to the value applicable to training, the adoption of the
Soviet ballet body in the Chinese dance world of the 1950s was “inseparable from
political and economic power” (Wilcox, 2011, p. 185). However, in 1963, Premier
Zhou En-Lai gave a speech “To the Issues of Revolutionization, Nationalization and
Popularization of Music and Dance” (Li et al., 2004, p. 49), which criticised the idea
of worshipping foreign imports. The dance community subsequently reflected ways
of directly applying ballet methods without an emphasis on national characters. They
continued learning lessons from traditional opera and martial arts to enrich the
movement language of Chinese classical dance and represent national aesthetic
features.
Unfortunately, the literature and ideas about art at the time reflected the increasingly
radicalised communist ideology that dominated the country during the Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976). According to Feng, “that was a special time period, dance
was distorted by the far-left political thoughts and entered a malformed stage; it was
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also a time period, the human body and its dance performance was greatly used [for
political purposes]” (2002, p. 68). The exploration and creation of Chinese Classical
dance in the 1950s was criticised as being a promotion of capitalist aesthetics and the
idea of art as supreme. After the mid 1960s, dancers portrayed images of workers,
peasants and soldiers created with a socialist realism instead. While most Chinese
dance forms were restricted, the Chinese ballet works Red Detachment of Women
(1964) and White Haired Girl (1966), due to their successful demonstrations of
revolutionary spirit, were highly praised as revolutionary model dramas and rapidly
became popular across the whole country. It can be said that the development of
Chinese dance during the Cultural Revolution was an extreme cultural phenomenon.
On the one hand, the creation of dance was coerced by political ideas and led to the
predominance of social realism in dance; on the other hand, the popularisation of
model dramas promoted the acceptance of ballet by the public and cultivated some
young talented dance practitioners. After the end of the Cultural Revolution, Chinese
dance practitioners saw the dawn of the revival of Chinese traditional dance art, as
indicative of a general consciousness of what seemed to be a bringing an order out of
chaos.
With the changes in social, political and cultural environments after the difficult time
in Chinese dance development during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), dance
practitioners realised that there were problems pertaining to the confusion of dance
styles caused by the combination of different forms and the lack of intrinsic national
dance features occurring in Chinese classical dance. Therefore, establishing a
national dance identity and exploring particular national characteristics became
primary issues for the development of Chinese classical dance in the 1980s. Chinese
dance and traditional opera then experienced a change from convergence to
divergence. The creation of ‘Shenyun’ (

, body rhyme) was seen as a necessary

stage in the perfection of Chinese classical dance training, and also as an aesthetic
symbol of Chinese classical dance breaking away from the traditional opera entirely.
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Tang Man-Cheng, one of the founders of Shenyun, explains the considerations of
creating teaching material based on refining training elements rather than learning
traditions through routines and movements:
We as the Chinese nation recognise that the so-called tradition refers to
the accumulation and formation of the overall aesthetic tendency
throughout history . . . So we transform the idea from the inheritance of
tradition formally to possess it aesthetically; refining training elements
and creating teaching material instead of learning traditions through
‘routines’ and movements. (M. Tang, 1987, p. 20)
Regarding the construction and development of Chinese classical dance, dance
scholars gradually reached a common view that Chinese classical dance is not a copy
of ancient Chinese dance, but expresses the inheritance, understanding and
promotion of ancient forms by contemporary people with their spirituality and
aesthetic pursuits. According to Li Zheng-Yi, one of the founders of the Chinese
classical dance discipline:
We do not have enough information to preserve it intact; we can only
reconstruct it. Reconstruction is an action of contemporary people so
inevitably, changes are made . . . apart from the inheritance of tradition,
reference [to other dance forms] is also unavoidable . . . Therefore,
development is the aim; inheritance and reference are very crucial
approaches and methods to promote development. (as cited in D. Jiang,
2008, p. 5)
This training system was continuously modified and improved, and it became the
hegemonic dance training system that greatly affected the aesthetic criteria and
physique of Chinese dance practitioners for nearly half a century. As Jiang Dong
(2008) argues, “no matter which form of dance you study, all dancers regard the
Chinese classical dance training system as a foundation . . . and this perception has
never wavered” (p. 111).
The relatively stable social environment in the 1980s opened a window for Chinese
dancers to understand the world and new thoughts, and to stimulate the formation of
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their modern consciousness along with social modernisation. If the establishment of
Chinese national dance was derived from “the expression of political intent and the
production of national image” (Zhou & Man, 2012, p. 20) in the 1950s, then the
primary concerns of the new practitioners were the incorporation of contemporary
values and the development of a cultural identity in the era of globalisation,
especially after the spread of Western modern dance in China that occurred in the
late 1980s.
In 1987, the American Dance Festival (ADF) in conjunction with the Guangdong
Dance Academy initiated the first modern dance program in China. Dancers from all
over China were auditioned and brought to Guangzhou for a three-year course. The
ADF sent American choreographers/teachers to help forge a modern dance based on
Chinese traditions and culture (Reinhart, 1995). The first Chinese modern dance
company, the Guangdong Modern Dance Company (GMDC), was officially
established in 1992. Yang Mei-Qi, the founder of GMDC, describes her
expectations:
I hope to bring a modernisation of perception to our life here. I wanted to
open Chinese art beyond the bonds of traditionalism, to allow it to find a
place on the international stage. I saw the energy embodied in modern
dance swelling out through all aspects of Chinese society, and helping to
move it into the modern world. (Solomon & Solomon, 1994, p. 44)
‘Modern dance’ (in the Western context) is widely believed to have developed in the
early twentieth century and positions itself in opposition to the universal ballet
aesthetic and technical principles. According to Martin (1989):
The term “modern” dance is obviously an inadequate one. It is not
synonymous with contemporary dance, for it is by no means that
inclusive. It is only of temporary accuracy insofar as it is accurate at all,
for tomorrow when a more advanced type of dance shall have arisen it
will be impossible to refer to the dancing of today as modern. (p. 3)
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The consciousness of time in the term ‘modern’ is also explicitly described by
Williams (1985), who suggests that ‘modern’ is “now, contemporary, in the sense of
something existing now, just now” (p. 208). Similarly, the temporal nature within
any debate surrounding art and aesthetics cannot be denied. The concept of
modernity in the West is characterised by its intrinsic meaning of aesthetic critique.
In Habermas’s (1983) view, the adjective ‘modern’ was used in a substantive form
until the middle of the nineteenth century, and it first appeared in the realm of the
fine arts:
The ‘moderns’ using historical-critical arguments, call into question the
meaning of imitating the ancient models; in opposition to the norms of
an apparently timeless and absolute beauty, they elaborated the criteria of
a relative or time-conditioned beauty and thus articulated the selfunderstanding of the French Enlightenment as an epochal new
beginning. (p. 8)
That is, artists are often acutely sensitive to change, and thus their works respond to
change. In particular, some artists observed the coming of the new age, and that the
emergence of modernity was also an aesthetic phenomenon. In the mid-nineteenth
century, the communist manifesto put forward by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels
“transformed this aesthetic critique of bourgeois philistine mentality (meaning of
change and presentness) into an ideological critique and a political tool, drawing a
clear and paradigmatic distinction between ‘revolutionary’ and ‘philistine’” (Wang
& Huters, 2011, p. 269). Although modernity transcended the scope of aesthetics and
penetrated the social, political, economic and cultural fields, the meaning of aesthetic
critique is consistent. It can be said that the history of modernity in the West has
represented an ongoing tension, which is a “history of tension between social
existence and its culture” (Bauman, 1991, p. 10). The aesthetics of modernity can be
viewed as the artistic or cultural practice with modern critical consciousness that is
committed to subjective freedom, the reflection of social modernisation and the

55

critique of bourgeois values. Consequently, “the disharmony is precisely the
harmony modernity needs” (Bauman, 1991, p. 10).
Consistent self-reflection or renewal is considered the driving force of the
development of Western modern dance, which is also maintained in postmodern
dance and contemporary dance. I suggest that all modern dancers boldly seek ways
to create individual movement language and models rather than following, without
question, the established approach in technique, form or content. As Fraleigh (1987,
pp. Xxxiii–Xxxviii) argues, “originality and inventiveness are at the heart of every
period of modern dance . . . Passivity, complacency, and the accumulations of
tradition had no place in the spirit of modern dance”.
However, due to complex historical, cultural and ideological reasons, China did not
experience the process of ‘modern dance’ in the same way that modern dance has
been encountered in the West. Dance researcher Lü Yi-Sheng compares the
differences in the development of foreign and Chinese dance in the twentieth century
(see Table 2).
Although the table is not overly detailed, the comparison demonstrates the historical
dislocation of “cultural differences of ages” (Xu, 2013, p. 7) in contemporary
Chinese dance creation. Xu (2013) argues that there was “a lack of understanding of
the Western social and cultural origins, and especially without real experience to the
crisis of religion and reason brought by industrialisation, our understanding of the
development of Western modern dance is still general and one-sided” (p. 7). Chinese
modern dance as an independent genre that still has a long road ahead.
Ironically, Chinese people have for some time been acutely aware of, or familiar
with, the term ‘modern’ by experiencing the rapid social, political and economic
transformation to modernity. The new value system of embracing modernisation also
involved the humanistic idea that places the individual (as opposed to the
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Table 2: Comparison of the development of foreign and Chinese dance in the
twentieth century
Time

Countries Other Than China

China

Early twentieth
century

‘Modern dance’ generated in the
US and Germany. At the same
time, the emergence of
choreographer as an occupation
and discipline.

Feudal dynasty overthrown
and China fell into the
Warlord era (1916-1928).
Dance education adopted
in new-style schools.

1920s–1940s

The US already established
teaching of choreography for the
training of choreographer.
Symphonic ballet was formed.
Soviet Union started establishing
theory and practice of dramatic
ballet choreography.

Dance pioneer Wu XiaoBang studied modern
dance in Japan. In the late
1930s, dance community
fully invested in the SinoJapanese war.

1950s

The flourish of Western modern
dance. The debate on dramatic
and symphonic in the Soviet
Union.

Accepted the Soviet
realism dramatic theory of
choreography and started
creative practice.

1960s–1970s

The emergence of Judson theatre
and post-modern dance.
Tanztheatre developed in
Germany and spread globally.

The intensification of class
struggle. Most dance
creation stopped and only a
handful of revolutionary
model operas were created
during the Cultural
Revolution.

1980s

Western dance entered the period
of post post-modern dance and
the development of contemporary
dance vocabularies.

The implementation of the
Reform and Opening-up
policy and the import of
Western modern dance.
The establishment of
choreographic training.

Source: Cited in Lü (2013, p. 2)

community) as the core subject, thereby instigating a shift towards individualism. In
parallel from the 1980s to the early twentieth-first century, the Chinese dance
community often understood modern dance, modernism and even the term modern
on its own as synonymous with subversion, experimentation and the avant-garde.
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According to Xu Rui, the concept of ‘modern dance’ is very broad in China. Many
people may not fully know the profound social background and specific historical
conditions of the emergence of modern dance, but simply become lost in the fresh
and innovative artistic forms. Therefore, the term modern dance is used to “describe
almost all new dances which differ from traditional dances” (Xu, 2006, p. 114).
Thus, the emergence of Western modern dance in China coincidentally corresponded
to a domestic desire for innovation of traditional dance for Chinese dance
practitioners. The unprecedented level of introduced dance movements and images
significantly stimulated Chinese choreographers to rethink and recreate Chinese
dance. Therefore, ‘modern’ implies the innovation of Chinese traditional dance with
a modern aesthetic appeal.
In my opinion, ‘modern’ possesses multiple meanings in contemporary Chinese
dance. First, it is a historical or temporal concept that means in the present rather
than the past. Second, it represents the appeal of a contemporary aesthetic in
accordance with the taste of contemporary people. Third, it implies a consciousness
that is focused on modern society and that directs the practice of individuals. In
actuality, along with the process of Chinese modernisation, ‘modern’ is regarded as a
value system or particular aesthetic standard that has become visibly or invisibly
embodied in the ways of the understanding, practice and criticism of Chinese dance.
During the process of Chinese dance development, people pursued and resisted the
‘modern’. Compared to the pursuit of aesthetic autonomy and the achievement of
individualistic values in the West, the complexity of modernity embodied in Chinese
dance creation can be summarised in two points. First, it highlights the expression of
individuality, the courage to innovate and appropriate Western advanced experience
and ideas positively, and the ability to have a dialogue with Western arts. Second, it
reflects the transformation of traditional culture under the influence of social
modernity and the changes of aesthetic morphology.
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Further, there is no distinct opposition between aesthetic modernity and sociopolitical modernisation in China. Under the instruction of ‘inheritance and
development’, Chinese choreographers have combined modern dance vocabularies
and techniques with the so-called essential elements of traditional dance to create
contemporary Chinese dance by building connections between recent ‘reality’ and
tradition. In the face of these innovative Chinese dance works, a few new terms were
put forward for the purpose of classification. For example, ‘modern Chinese dance’
“refers to the modern style of Chinese traditional dance, which displays the
contemporary tendency of traditional dance” (as cited in Xu, 2013, p. 10). Further,
Yu Ping (2002) defines ‘Chinese contemporary dance’ “as a category that means that
the movement and the subject of dance creation does not come from dance tradition,
but is derived from contemporary peoples’ lives” (p. 3). A further discussion of the
classification of Chinese dance in contemporary settings is presented in Chapter
Three. No matter the term, the intention is to give a reasonable explanation for the
phenomenon of hybrid dance styles in contemporary dance creation, as seen in Xu’s
(2013) argument:
China and the West, tradition and modernity, all dislocated in the
contemporary space and time . . . ‘modern’ or ‘contemporary’, both
contains Chinese and Western cultural elements . . . both are a cultural
mixture of Chinese dance in the contemporary period. (p. 10)
The inner contradiction between rationality and cultural spirituality that took place in
Western society turned into a series of issues in China, such as the tension between
experiences of the outside world and the local experience, and between traditional
culture and modernity. Chen Ya-Ping’s (2012) description of an ‘Asian’ modernity
is defined by the “dynamics of dialectic dualism – national/individual identity quest,
colonial/post-colonial power structure, modern/traditional polemics,
globalisation/indigenisation impetus . . . the tension and negotiation within and
between these dual structures that distinguish Asian modernity” (p. 316). The
anxiety to maintain the uniqueness of a national culture within the wider context of
59

globalisation remains. Although Chinese dance practitioners may have once
questioned the place of tradition and eagerly innovated the traditional expression and
form, they are still interested in honouring tradition, and Chinese dance scholars
have often turned their attention to the role of the inheritance and development of
tradition in the new century. When they were asked to describe the condition of
Chinese dance during the 2000s using one keyword, Xu said “Return, the return
through reflection with a less radical position . . . the return to the tradition”
(personal interview, Beijing, 14 December 2013). Sun Long-Kui described that,
“choreographically, it [condition of Chinese dance during the 2000s] is the period of
seeking for its local cultural system” (personal interview, Beijing, 25 December
2013). According to Yuan He, “only when the ‘roots’ of national culture are carried
forward, the spiritual pursuit is emphasised within meaningful forms, and then art
realises its value” (personal interview, Beijing, 12 December 2013).
Chapter Summary
The dialectic relationship between tradition and modernity has broadly influenced
numerous aspects of Chinese society, and at various stages of the fractious twentieth
century, the rejection of tradition had profound effects, including on Chinese dance
development. The consideration of tradition and modernity for the Chinese dance
community has manifested through the selective inheritance of tradition and creative
transformation in dance forms through external influences, during the opening up
stages and continually throughout history as a result of domestic campaigns of what
Chinese dance may do, what it might look like and what it can offer. A complete
return of tradition is undoubtedly unrealistic, particularly because that this would
assume that there was one ‘genuine’ original form to begin with. This is
questionable, especially considering that Chinese classical dance was ostensibly
‘created’ in the 1950s. Instead, contemporary Chinese choreographers have created
classical aesthetics and forms with a modern insight and a complex dialectical
attitude to both inherit and transcend tradition.
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Chapter Three: Reinvention of Tradition
The movement of raindrops on a windowpane has already been adduced
to illustrate the movements of traditions through time. A wavering
stream of water slipping downward at an angle, comes into contact with
another such stream moving at a different angle. They fuse into a single
stream for a brief moment which then breaks into two streams, each of
which might again break apart again, if the windowpane is large enough
and the rain heavy enough. A stream of tradition may break up in several
directions but each of the separated streams might be as full of a general
tradition as the stream from which it broke away. It might have as
complex and comprehensive a cluster of elements . . . as the parental
tradition from which it come. (Shils, 1981, p. 6)
In Tradition, Shils (1981) identifies tradition as comprising cultural artefacts and
customs that have significance and value for contemporary society. Shils
metaphorically depicts the notion of the continuity of traditions as resembling the
movement of raindrops on a windowpane. Similarly, as already mentioned, in
Tradition is a river, Huang (1990) metaphorically describes Chinese music tradition
as a continuous but ever-changing river. Since the mid-1980s, Chinese dance
practitioners have openly departed from what they have inherited in the form of
traditional and/or classical dance practices and have moved forward in interpreting,
reinterpreting and reinventing. Their reenactment, modification and transformation
of Chinese traditional dance demonstrates how they invented and reinvented ethnic
and national identities through movement. Based on the consideration that Chinese
classical dance was in fact an invented tradition stemming from the 1950s, this
chapter proposes the idea of ‘the reinvention of tradition’ to interpret the continual
motivation to innovate Chinese classical dance in contemporary settings. The
following discussion seeks to analyse the philosophical background to this notion
and articulate the reasons and approaches that make the variations and innovations of
Chinese classical dance a dynamic space for performance creation that intermingles
the past with the present.
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Philosophical Foundations
In 1983, Hobsbawm and Ranger published their influential anthology, The invention
of tradition, which analysed the emergence of new ‘traditions’ in the West, colonial
India, Africa and Pacific in the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
They argue for “the invention of tradition”. According to Hobsbawm’s (1993)
introduction:
‘in-vented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, normally
governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic
nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by
repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past. (p. 1)
At the same time, he pointed out that the continuity of invented tradition is largely
“factitious” (1993, p. 1). To this end, Hobsbawm argued that the invention of
tradition is universal in that all cultures, to a certain extent, invent tradition. This
inventing process performs a social function in establishing social cohesion and
community membership: “one specific interest of ‘invented traditions’ . . . [is the]
comparatively recent historical innovation, the ‘nation’ with its associated
phenomena: nationalism, the nation-state, national symbols, histories and the rest”
(Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1993, p. 13). Arguably, the establishment of the BDS and the
creation of Chinese classical dance as an ‘invented tradition’ in the 1950s can be
seen as the result of an aspiration to reconstruct national culture and identification
for Chinese people after the People’s Republic of China (or New China) was
founded in 1949.
The creation of Chinese classical dance was stimulated by claims such as “China is
such a big country which can not proceed without classical dance” by Ouyang
Yuqian (as cited in Jiang, 2008, p. 36). Since the 1950s, Chinese classical dance,
along with Chinese traditional opera, has been considered a calling card for Chinese
nationality. This dance form not only illustrates continuity with its cultural origins,
but it has also come to hold a contemporary significance and relevance. As Sun Yin
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(2006) argues, for a Chinese classical dance piece to be considered under the canon
of Chinese classical dance, the dance must contain elements of what might be
understood as the ‘essence’ of an ancient dance culture. Regardless of whether a
classical dance practitioner believes that classical dance authentically captures
another time or is a reinvention of that purported authenticity, its point of inspiration
must lie in maintaining the generational inheritance of a particular movement custom
for national cultural identification.
Interestingly, Hobsbawm (1993) proposes that “the object and characteristics of
‘traditions’, including invented ones, is invariance” (p. 2). However, the perception
for most dance scholars is that Chinese cultural traditions are dynamic and
malleable. As Luo Xiong-Yan suggests, “it is the capacity of Chinese culture to
constantly change, to adopt foreign elements, and to recreate itself which gives it a
continued existence and vitality” (as cited in Wilcox, 2011, p. 94). For example, the
common understanding of ‘classical’ from a Chinese perspective contains a double
meaning: ancient origins (

, gu) and the notion of being exemplary (

, dian).

These two meanings make a distinction between perceptions of a generalised ancient
dance belonging to the past and a classical dance developed in contemporary terms.
Being exemplary can be understood as being a model, one that can be adapted for
future generations. As Shils (1981) analyses, “what are called ‘classics’ have
normative consequences within literature and art; they provide models for the
aspirations of subsequent authors and artists . . . this normative transmission . . . links
the generations” (p. 24).
Chinese dance researcher Jiang Dong (2008) proposes that the process of creating
Chinese classical dance is one that takes place in the classroom, “classical dance
developed from a non-classical to a classical state and has been undergoing a process
of classic-making [

, gudianhua], which means how a certain dance form is

formalized” (p. 12). It is the pursuit of the ‘classic’ for contemporary dance
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practitioners that links them with older generations and validates the authenticity of
Chinese classical dance as an invented tradition. According to Beck et al. (1994),
tradition is “involved with the control of time”:
Tradition . . . is an orientation to the past . . . is made to have a heavy
influence, over the present. Yet clearly. . . tradition is also about the
future, since established practices are used as a way of organising future
time. (p. 62)
Similarly, the emphasis of contemporaneity in Chinese classical dance is a function
of an ideology of a continuous innovative form of searching and constructing
cultural identity along with the ongoing development of society in an era of
significant change from the 1980s to the present. Yet the understanding of Chinese
classical dance as continuous but nevertheless dynamic demonstrates several ideas of
bringing the past to the present. For example, “new Chinese classical dance”
acknowledges that the river of tradition is derived from ancient flux and will flow to
tomorrow (K. Wang, 2004, preface 2, p. 3), and “the theory of going through
change” (

, tongbianguan) claims that the law of change leads to a smooth

achievement of permanency (Jin, 2013, p. 45).
King. Fairbank and Reischauer (1989) proposed the idea of “change within tradition”
(p. 178), arguing that history lies in parallel with the surface of Chinese life and is
available to be traced, meaning that the leaders of Chinese society are committed to
fitting everything that happens today into the experience carried forward from the
past. Therefore, Chinese people live under the constant influence of their past. When
this theory is applied to analyse the innovation of Chinese classical dance, “tradition
within change” becomes a more appropriate term. That is, the nature of Chinese
classical dance and its training system as an invented tradition is in a state of
variance, and it develops because “the desire to create something truer and better or
more convenient is alive in those who acquire and possess [tradition]” (Shils, 1981,
p. 15).
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Further, there is seemingly a paradox when one stresses the notion of an authenticity
and originality of tradition while acknowledging the dynamic nature of Chinese
classical dance. For Chinese classical dance practitioners, the essential factor of
confirming the authenticity of Chinese classical dance is the preservation and
demonstration of Chineseness (

,

, zhongguoxing). Contemporary

choreographers embrace Chineseness and explore it with an innovative body
language, and the dynamism of Chineseness makes the continuity of tradition
possible. Chineseness, or to be or have the ‘qualities’ of the Chinese, or of China, “is
[a] mobile yet abiding idea” (Kwan, 2003, p. 4). In the era of large-scale migration
and postmodern discourse, national boundaries, biological essences or cultural norms
are not sufficient to define any nationality or ethnicity as a ‘ness’ with any real sense
of reason or empiricism, which – even if this were possible – would in effect
promote reductionism at the expense of the lived experience of individuals and their
communities. However, the idea of Chineseness persists, as people and communities
still want to identify themselves by connections to their origins (Kwan, 2003). In the
Chinese dance community, the reality of this Chineseness is that of an “existing
quality of a cultural tradition or group of people is never questioned, and the
continued promotion and preservation of Chineseness is taken for granted as an
absolute value” (Wilcox, 2011, p. 176). Chinese dance scholars acknowledge that
Chinese classical dance is an invented tradition by contemporary people, or a “post
tradition, a new ancient tradition that is created by contemporary people” (Li &
Zhou, 2012, p. 46). This idea corresponds to Giddens’s idea that modern society has,
in fact, been “post-traditional” (Beck et al., 1994, p. 56) for a considerable length of
time.
Compared to the invention of tradition created to fill the ‘voids’ produced by a
rejection of tradition in European modernity, Wilcox (2011) argues against
Hobswbawn’s (1993) suggestion of invariance in tradition. Wilcox proposes that in
China, the ongoing and prevailing traditions are different in two major areas. Firstly,
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modernisation for China was “set up in explicit confrontation with European
modernity”, and the “concern with preserving Chinese national integrity and Chinese
cultural identity makes the Chinese problem of modernisation a postcolonial one”
(Wilcox, 2011, p. 114). Second, “the dialectical understanding of history adopted in
Marxist theory after the 1940s in China made it imperative that, rather than denying
historical change, one should see all culture and social process as one of constant
renewal and change” (Wilcox, 2011, p. 114).
From the perspective of post-colonialism, the state and representative characteristics
found in Chinese dance tradition manifest a postcolonial-like component driven by
the desire to preserve the dignity of the national cultural identity through the renewal
of Chinese cultural traditions, as well as being open to developing relationships with
the global (Western) community. However, it should be clarified that China has
never been colonised in the strict sense of the word. According to Wang Ning
(1998), postcolonial theory as a confrontational strategy is easily confused with the
Chinese people’s struggle against imperialist hegemony, which is not only reflected
in political nationalism, but is also embodied in cultural nativism. “Since China has
never become a complete colonial country, and Chinese culture itself is deeply
rooted in the soil of the Chinese nation, then there is no so-called decolonisation for
Chinese culture” (N. Wang, 1998, p. 87). Continuity of Chinese cultural tradition has
been disrupted at times by interference from foreign powers and domestic cultural
radicalism during particular periods. Like other non-Western countries (e.g., India),
the concept of ‘tradition’ appeared in China in the modern era in response to a
perceived loss of tradition. As cited earlier, Wilcox (2011, p. 114) proposes that
Chinese modernity emerged later and in opposition to European modernity. This
view coincides with prevailing views about Chinese history since the mid-nineteenth
century, but it is questionable. In Fairbank and Reischauer’s (1989) research, China’s
response in the 1860s was not only to foreign aggression, but also to domestic
rebellion: “restoration of the traditional order, with its unity of state and culture, had
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actually been the major aim, westernization in self-defense a minor aim” (p. 312). In
addition, is modernity destined to be incompatible with tradition? According to Yu
Ying-Shih (2012), the so-called modern is the modernisation of the tradition; the
modern is not only contained in tradition, but is also transformed from within it.
Therefore, I suggest that the ‘invention of tradition’ pursued in Chinese
modernisation is primarily derived from a national awareness of self-innovation
rather than from resisting Western pressures of modernity. In fact, the concept of the
‘reinvention of tradition’ seems more appropriate in this situation. The very process
of the reinvention of tradition is the process of Chinese modernisation.
Along with the course of Chinese modernisation, the development of Chinese
classical dance in contemporary settings can be considered an example of the
reinvention of tradition. It is the continuous absorption of the traditional culture, and
there is a trend to retain contemporary appeal. This ongoing process of innovation is
in line with Ben-Amos’ (1984, p. 114) idea that recreation can be seen as one of the
processes of tradition. It implies that creativity is necessary to the continuity of
tradition, and that constant innovation would contribute to the maintenance of
Chinese dance tradition. More importantly, the institutional training system of
Chinese classical dance is an aesthetic reimagining of an ancient culture and the
embodiment of an aesthetic memory of an inner national temperament. The Chinese
classical dance institutional training system becomes not only a hotbed for constantly
refining, abstracting and innovating traditional dance elements, but also a place for
transmitting these invented traditions through generations of dance practitioners.
‘Reinvention of Tradition’ in the Chinese Classical Dance
During the process of reinventing tradition, Chinese classical dance has gradually
established a complete teaching system that mainly involves basic training, Shenyun,
repertoire and choreography. These courses have interacted significantly with each
other to promote the development of Chinese classical dance as an emerging
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discipline under the guidance of “science-making [
[

] and system-making

]” (Li et al., 2004, p. 38). This section discusses two approaches to the

reinvention of tradition: establishing ‘classics’ in institutional dance training and
choreographing from deconstruction to reconstruction.
Establishing ‘classics’ in institutional dance training
Shils (1981) argues that “education conserves, but its transmitted tradition leaves
open the possibility of modification, addition, and improvement in the works,
interpretations, and achievements which make up its substance” (p. 179). More
specifically, he indicates that research institutes are “even more concentrated on the
modification and extension of traditional beliefs in the particular fields in which they
are active” (Shils, 1971, p. 148). Since the emergence of Chinese classical dance as a
national dance form established in 1954 at the BDS, a continual process of
reinvention has occurred while still investigating and promoting Chinese dance
traditions. Apart from theoretical research in dance history, which provides
understanding and materials for dance creation, the main approach to formalising
Chinese classical dance is institutional training or “a process of classic-making” in
the classroom (D. Jiang, 2008, p. 12). By this, Jiang means that a classroom is a
place for refining relatively classical styles of movement, indebted to traditions
usually associated with a particular region or to Chinese opera styles, into a
formalised classical status under the generalised term of Chinese classical dance.
The first course set up in Chinese classical dance in 1954 was ‘basic training’
(

), which was based on the style and form of Chinese traditional opera dance

and on drawing lessons from the training structure of ballet, to “study and
systematise Chinese classical dance, and cultivate new dance professionals in China”
(Han, 2006, p. 3). However, it is interesting that, according to Han (2006), the
primary characteristic of the basic training in its early stage was actually the notion
of fusion, which was “moderate, targeted and organic” (p. 10). More specifically, the
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fusion manifested in the inheritance, refinement and using the experience of others.
Han (2006, p. 2) suggests that Chinese classical dance selectively inherited the
‘essences’ of Chinese traditional opera dance and highly refined Chinese aesthetic
and artistic characteristics from it, such as roundness, implicitness and gentleness.
The reason for the fusion of the basic training was to avoid the “duality between the
classroom and stage”, and to cultivate a dance professional rather than a Chinese
opera actor (Han, 2006, p.15). Thus, the notion of hybridity and of tradition as
reinvented was embraced from the beginning. Han (2006, p. 2) further argues that
the absorption of Western ballet was not to completely follow the codification of
ballet, but to respect the methods of a traditional dance culture as a basis for training.
Due to the approach of combining different dance components, Chinese dance
practitioners labelled the early stage of Chinese classical dance basic training as ‘the
combining course’ (

jieheke). Moreover, ‘fusion’ is considered an essential

feature that made the Chinese classical dance training system a unique one. As Han
(2006) says, “[fusion] allows the Chinese classical dance basic training possess both
merits of ballet and features of Chinese traditional dance. This makes it become a
special training system with Chinese characteristics. This was the meaning of fusion”
(p. 16).
The feature of a mixture of styles manifesting in Chinese classical dance basic
training can be seen as the demonstration and continuation of the idea of reinvention:
critically inheriting traditional culture from On new democracy (

),

which stresses the inheritance of tradition with a critically adaptive view, not a blind
copy. In addition, the critical inheritance of Chinese classical dance corresponded to
the emphasis on science and technology pursued in Chinese modernisation of the
1950s, termed “science-making and system-making” or “Scientificity and
Systematicity” (Wilcox, 2011, p. 173). For example, the inheritance of Chinese
traditional opera dance went through “classifying, collating and refining, and
finished specification, classification, composition one by one on the different
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periodic tasks. It eventually distilled routines and patterned forms of traditional opera
dance and martial arts, and transformed into stylised and symbolic dance
movements” (Han, 2006, p. 2). Moreover, the teaching structure of the basic training
class from exercises at the barre to those practiced in the middle of the studio also
followed the principles of science making and system making. The training system
clearly indicated the function of each exercise and organised them in order of
difficulty (Li et al., 2004, p. 15). All efforts were made to establish a scientific and
systematic Chinese classical dance training system, or to realise the ‘classic making’
through classroom exploration.
It can be said that Chinese classical dance is an invented tradition that continually
evolves in light of the development of Chinese social politics and ideologies. This is
not only due to the political mandate that culture should be a reflection of particular
social–political and economic conditions in the socialist cultural view (Mao, 1991),
but also because the Chinese classical dance form is intimately bound to national
identity and is not solely considered a dance form, but a mode of expression of
Chineseness. These exogenous factors therefore influence the development of the
Chinese classical dance training system, making it not only an invented form, but
one that would be subject to continual change.
In August 1963, Premier Zhou En-Lai gave a speech entitled “On the Problem of the
revolutionisation, nationalisation and popularization of music and dance”. The
critique of assimilating foreign “things” put forward in the speech significantly
influenced the “process of classic-making” at the BDA in the 1960s (Li et al., 2004,
p. 49). The critique led to the reflection that the system could depend less on ballet
technique and draw more from Chinese martial arts for Chinese classical dance basic
training. The study of martial arts developed the national artistic features, stressing
the integration of upper and lower body movements, enhancing the fluidity of
motion and enriching techniques associated with Chinese classical dance (Li et al.,
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2004, pp. 52–55). In 1970, due to political purging, the BDS closed until 1977, and
the report On establishing a national dance training system was put forward in
January 1978 (Li et al., 2004, p. 64). This report suggested that

,

(The Teaching System of Chinese Classical Dance), published in 1960, should be
modified and innovated, and continually draw lessons from traditional opera and
martial arts. A Chinese classical dance program was thus revived and returned to a
position of dominance in dance training and choreography in China. In October
1978, the BDS was promoted to the Beijing Dance Academy (BDA), symbolising
the commencement of tertiary dance training in China.
In the 1980s, the reconstruction of Chinese national dance became the primary task
for dance practitioners. After reflecting on issues in early Chinese classical dance
basic training (the combining course), and to better demonstrate the authentic
Chinese classical dance, Li Zheng-Yi and Tang Man-Cheng created a new
university-level curriculum called Shenyun (

, ‘body rhyme’) at the BDA in

1980. The establishment of Shenyun was based on the idea of a dance language that
should follow the rule of dance aesthetics, and it rejected the movement model of
Chinese traditional opera and became a significant part of the Chinese classical
dance training system. Wang Pei-Ying (as cited in Wilcox, 2011, p. 158), the prodean of Chinese classical dance department at the BDA, describes her personal
understanding of why Shenyun was created:
The creation of Shenyun was about preserving the essence of Eastern
culture in our dancing . . . We asked ourselves, what is that unique gaze,
that movement of the hand, or that twisting of the back that makes
Eastern beauty so unique? That is what is captured in the yun [ ] of
Shenyun [
].
The primary approach of establishing ‘classics’ in Shenyun has been to refine what
might be considered the essential elements of Chinese classical dance and further
evolved the elements into a unique dance language. The aesthetic principles of
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Chinese classical dance have been refined into shape, spirit, strength and tempo
(

, xing, shen, jin, Lü). These aesthetic principles are represented

through actions described as twisting, leaning, circular and curved, while the routes
of moving follow the horizontal circle, vertical circle and the figure of eight (Li et
al., 2004, p. 126). Tang explains that the refinement in the Shenyun, or body rhyme,
course is a kind of dynamism; “the refinement of [Chinese classical dance] elements
are not a dead movement, but can be derived, evolved and developed continuously;
and it is also able to assist contemporary people to reflect their spirituality” (M.
Tang, 1987, pp. 21–22). Most Chinese classical dance practitioners believe that
Shenyun greatly enriched Chinese classical dance vocabularies and strengthened the
style of Chinese classical dance (Han, 2006; Zhou & Man, 2012; Jin, 2013).
Thus, since the 1950s, Chinese classical dance practitioners have constantly
constructed, modelled and modified the training system in accordance with the
altered social–political conditions and aesthetic pursuits. This phenomenon has
allowed Chinese classical dance to continue to uphold the philosophical premise of a
tradition, and not in spite of, but delicately intermingled with, the dynamism of
invention and reinvention. Moreover, there is a very close relationship between basic
training and choreography within the institutional training system. Chinese classical
dance basic training is a foundation for many Chinese choreographers and inspires
them to create dance works with novelty. The basic foundation steps or movements
allow for creative innovation, offering material that is either the embodiment or
abstraction of an existing cultural tradition.
From deconstruction to reconstruction in choreography
If a new set of classical training styles has been established and treated as norms to
evaluate the authenticity of Chinese classical dance through continuously refining
and developing essential elements in an institutionalised training system, then
choreography has played an important role in the reinvention of the Chinese classical
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dance tradition in performance. When innovation was strongly advocated in Chinese
dance practice in the 1990s, a course called “deconstruction of movement” (

)

was designed for the Choreography Department at the BDA. In the Chinese
dictionary, deconstruction is composed of two words:

(jie) and

(gou). Jie

means separation, decomposition and disintegration, while gou refers to formation,
combination and structure. The founder of the course, Sun Long-Kui, explains that
“deconstruction means disintegration and reconstruction. Every element could be
disintegrated into its original pattern and reconstructed regarding the figure, image
and personality required in the work” (personal interview, Beijing, 25 December
2013). This idea derives from the Chinese traditional philosophy Yi Jing (the Book of
Changes), which aims to reveal the significance, harmony and dynamic creativity of
the ceaseless transformation of things and situations. According to Sun, the intention
of the deconstruction of movement is to search for the essence of Chinese classical
dance and create dance works with unique Chinese characteristics. Deconstruction of
movement takes body rhyme as a movement reference and innovates the form
through changing the dancer’s sense of expression, direction, speed, force, range,
weight and so on. This deconstruction is a process from which to discover the
potential of every body part and break or unsettle the original stereotype of classical
dance. After realising the extent to which ballet and traditional opera influenced the
classical dance’s basic training, deconstruction of movement continues to emphasise
the natural state of the body that comes from Tai Ji to enrich the classical dance
body’s language based on an exploration of form and style.
The idea of ‘disintegration and reconstruction’ has had a marked effect on Chinese
choreographers since the 1990s. Although the subject matter and style represented in
the works are different, the processes of choreography have some similarities.
Choreographer Gao Cheng-Ming argues that there are two modes of deconstruction
of movement. One leads to metamorphosis, which refers to the transformation of
traditional movement to change its original body dynamic and moving direction, as
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well as to abstract concrete movements for the purpose of creation. The other one is
reconstruction, which refers to the readjustment of movement and rhythm to generate
fresh feeling while keeping the basis of the traditional movement (Gao, 1997, p. 15).
It is evident that the former approach is more open and inclusive to the degree of
innovation than the latter. Under the pressure of expectation and passion for novelty,
the postures, body dynamic and transitions between movements have been
transformed and, I feel, have significantly enriched the original body language.
These changes have consistently influenced the aesthetic perception among Chinese
dance practitioners.
The term deconstruction first appeared during the 1960s as a concept in linguistic
philosophy in Western scholarship and was initiated by Jacques Derrida in Of
grammatology (1976). It became an important research approach that gradually
penetrated many other fields of humanities and social sciences in what is now known
as the postmodern movement. However, Sun claims that “understanding
deconstruction for Chinese dance choreographers is different to the idea put forward
in deconstructionism, and people are not supposed to apply the term deconstruction
to explain Chinese choreographers’ works mechanically” (personal interview,
Beijing, 25 December 2013). Even though Chinese choreographers might not fully
comprehend the background and philosophy of this idea/term, there is a broad
application of the idea of deconstruction in Chinese choreographers’ approaches to
their work.
The so-called deconstructionists in linguistics aimed to break the original system and
its closed structure, and to eliminate its unified centre. Further, they tried to combine
various factors freely and then generate a kind of unlimited network of possible
meanings in their works. Deconstructionists treat all experiences and knowledge as
uncertain. Similarly, uncertainty seemingly corresponds to the evolving nature of
dance as understood by Chinese dance practitioners, such as in the course called
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“deconstruction of movement”. On the surface, the idea of deconstruction in form is
similar to the deformation of movement, but there are different aims of operation,
and these are destined to generate different outcomes. For example, for
deconstructionists, the free combination after disintegration is still in a state of
constant motion; the centre of the temporary structure is not fixed. However,
deconstructing traditional body language is not their ultimate purpose; rather, they
seek possibilities of renewal together with the continuity of tradition. Similarly,
choreographer Jiang Jing-Yi (2005) argues the notion that “reconstruction is the
motivation and purpose of deconstruction” (p. 51). The idea of ceaseless
transformation of things to create unforced harmony, developed from Yi Jing to
Daoism, has infiltrated Chinese people’s minds and has come to be regarded as part
of the cultural tradition over time. Undoubtedly, the Chinese have been exploring the
Dao (rules) of change for far longer than Derrida.
Whether approaching composition through the major elements of Shenyun or
through the deconstruction of movement, these choreographers seem to admit tacitly
that there are inherently normative elements of Chineseness embodied in traditional
culture that are “possibly even locatable in the genetic make-up of all Chinese
people” (Wilcox, 2011, p. 176). It is as if the innovation of tradition must be made
and is always being made, as maintaining the continuity of tradition is regarded as a
responsibility for most Chinese dance practitioners, who feel cultural pride and selfawareness.
There is no doubt that, since the establishment of Chinese classical dance, the BDA
and its institutional training have played a significant role as bearers of the creative
propensity of transformation involved in the promotion of traditional dance. This
nationally managed dance academy is endowed with public authority, and its
particular position is widely influential. Therefore, institutional dance training
“make(s) possible a continuous extension of the traditions of their subjects and the
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continuous accumulation, not just of fact, but of deeper analytical penetration”
(Shils, 1981, p. 179). Promoting traditional dance with an institutional training
system continues to this day. The BDA has been planning and creating a large-scale
dance work called ,

(Guo Yun, National Rhyme), to be performed in the second

half of 2016. This dance work, as its foundation, uses the Shenyun elements of
Chinese classical dance and employs the Chinese water sleeve dance and sword
dance as its primary expression. The work aims to incorporate the current style and
movement language of Chinese classical dance with classical allusion and modern
ethos. According to the director, Zhang Yun-Feng, this work “must use the element
of Chinese classical dance from BDA and must also be a present Chinese [cultural]
phenomenon. I have a strong desire, which is that both dancers and choreographers
must love tradition, see tradition and then represent tradition” (

,

Dancetheatre, 2016).
Chapter Summary
Rather than the negation of tradition – as has been seen in much of European history
– modernity in China is not the result of a break from tradition; rather, it emerges
from carrying the tradition forward alongside modernisation. Therefore, for the
Chinese, cultural self-awareness stems from a sense of pride in not only the
consciously explicit invention of tradition, but also in the non-fixed, dynamic nature
of tradition and how it will continue to be reinvented over time and determined by
context. This is derived from the dual capacity to preserve a national cultural identity
while making new and meaningful contemporary connections with the world.
Following this line of argument, it is proposed that Chinese classical dance tends to
be conceptually and practically innovative despite following the rule of maintaining
Chineseness as its essential core. Practitioners expect to maintain cultural continuity
by persisting in the combination of what has come before and what can be made
anew. The discussion of the ‘authenticity’ of the contemporary creation of Chinese
classical dance continues in Chapter Four.
76

Chapter Four: Chinese Sleeve Dance and its Transformation
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It is commonly understood that Chinese sleeve dance is a unique traditional art form
derived from ritual and systematised into a formal dance by ancient dancers around
the Han Dynasty (BC 202–AD 220). Sleeve dance was both evolved and performed
locally and in the courts until the Song Dynasty (AD 960–AD 1279). Since the Ming
Dynasty (AD 1368–AD 1644), the sleeve dance has been incorporated into the
practice of Chinese traditional opera and has become a highly stylised form over
time. In the 1980s, a curriculum of water sleeve dance was established for Chinese
classical dance practitioners at the BDA. The inclusion of the water sleeve dance into
the Chinese classical dance programme aimed to evolve the stylised sleeve
movements seen in Chinese traditional opera and integrate them into the aesthetics of
Chinese classical dance.
According to Hermann (2011), cultural traditions can be considered “context-bound
articulations” because their meanings change in light of shifts in social context and
interaction (p. 1). People express their understandings of cultural traditions from
“specific perspectives that social actors have staked out” (Hermann, 2011, p. 1).
Therefore, tradition and the meanings surrounding it are dynamic and are formed
historically, politically and socially. Further, the interactions between social actors
and their practices, ideas and materials lead to changes in tradition because new
meanings are constantly created, and the ‘art-objects’ that stem from this cultural
assemblage inevitably change in the process of re-contextualisation. Hermann (2011)
describes this as “context-sensitive articulation” (p. 6). New meanings and forms are
intentionally combined into the existing structure and depiction of traditions through
re-conceptualisation to meet the needs of the new period and justify the continuity of
traditions. In Eisenstadt’s (1974) opinion, “continuity of tradition may be maintained
mostly in terms of general orientations, but not of full commitment to their content,
which may continuously change” (p. 23).
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Applying the idea of context-bound articulations to the evolution and transformation
of the Chinese sleeve dance illustrates the specific contexts found in the meanings,
perceptions and embodiment of Chinese cultural traditions at large. Thus, the
articulation of Chinese sleeve dance development is context-bound in terms of
altered social structures, aesthetic pursuits and power relations. The first section of
this chapter outlines the origin and development of Chinese sleeve dance, along with
the changing context. The second section discusses the ‘reconstruction’ of the sleeve
dance in the 1980s, as well as the establishment of the water sleeve dance curriculum
at the BDA and its attempt to strengthen what the BDA understood as the
authenticity of a Chinese classical dance identity. The third section explains the
‘innovation’ of Chinese classical dance creation in contemporary times regarding the
tension between the traditional and modern, and it analyses its complexity embodied
in choreography. Finally, the ‘transformation’ of the sleeve dance in the
collaborative improvised performance Penanegra is explored, focusing on the
transformation of tradition within this particular instance of an intercultural
collaboration for the making of a contemporary performance piece. Three dance
works are illustrated in this chapter; they analyse the relationships between past and
present, tradition and modernity, and local and foreign. These relationships should be
considered dynamic interactions that involve change, adaptation and reinvention.
Origin and Development of the Sleeve Dance
The sleeve dance played an important role in early Chinese religion, culture and
aesthetics, as reflected in numerous images of dancing on ancient Chinese cultural
relics. The images show sleeve dancers dressed in costumes with long sleeves on
early bronze oval bowls (see Figure 3) from the Shang period (approximately BC
1700–BC 1100). The ritual demonstrated on these bronze bowls consists of
musicians playing instruments and beating a drum, while others are sleeve dancing,
hunting and probably cooking. Two dancers appear to be flinging their sleeves into
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the air and curving their bodies. Munakata (1991) suggests that the image could be
depicting the “theme of the ‘summons of the soul’, as part of a funeral ritual” (p. 17).

Figure 3: Detail of bronze oval bowl
Source: cited in Erickson (1994, p. 50)
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)

According to the literature, this sacrificial ritual is usually conducted by the wu
(shaman), which is probably depicted here as an ancient diviner or the intermediary
between the human and supernatural worlds; the wu’s essential functions are to
ensure the fertility of the land and to pray for rain (Schafer, 1951, p. 131). The
earliest Chinese etymological dictionary, the

Shuo Wen Jie Zi

complied by Xu Shen during the Eastern Han Dynasty (approximately AD 58–AD
147) defines “Wu [shaman] is Zhu (invoker or priest), a woman who is able to render
(herself) invisible, and with dance to invoke gods to come down. The character
symbolizes the appearance of a person dancing with two sleeves” (as cited in
Erickson, 1994, p. 52; see Figure 4.2). Two shamans seemingly face a pole and
perform a ritual dance. The association of dancing and the shaman also appeared in
pre-Han texts. Schafer (1951) describes this during the Shang period:
The words wu
‘shaman’, wu
‘dance’, and
‘luxuriant growth’,
now distinguished graphically and semantically, were identical
graphically and phonetically. They constituted, in short, a single word,
whose connotations have since been separated out as independent words.
(pp. 153–154)
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The wu, or sleeve dancers, acted as an ecstatic medium to invoke the spirit and
bridge the communication between human beings and the gods, which were vividly
displayed on the jade plaques and silk paintings during the Han Dynasty (BC 202–
AD 220). In accordance with archaeological discoveries, more than 30 of these jade
plaque sleeve dancers have been found in different places in China (see Figure 4).
According to Erickson (1994, p. 42), the costumes and gestures of those plaque
dancers are standardised:
The figure wears a floor-length garment that flares at the bottom. The
sleeves are long enough to conceal the hands . . . As the figure raises one
arm over the head, the billowing sleeve drapes fluidly downward. The
other arm may be held across the waist of the figure so that this sleeve
falls to the opposite side, or the arm may be positioned close to the body
so that the fabric follows the direction of the sleeve overhead. The result
is an exciting composition of curves and countercurves, which is
characteristic of all figures.

Figure 4: Jade plaque sleeve dancers
Source: cited in E. B. Liu (2002, p. 60)
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)

These jade plaque sleeve dancers are considered not only decorative, but also as
having another sacred function. Erickson (1994) proposes that the posture of jade
sleeve dancers can be best understood as an intention to represent the posture of the
wu: “the dancer as invoker who communicated with spirits was the vehicle through
which the soul could find safe passage to immortality . . . They continued to offer
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protection and guidance for the soul” (p. 53). This image is also depicted on the silk
paintings during the Han Dynasty, in which the sleeve dancer plays an important role
in the ritual involving a journey of the soul after death. In Figure 5, the sun, moon
and clouds dominate the top of the painting and symbolise the eternal world. Under
this scene, a deceased female figure is seemingly attended by four servants. A sleeve
dancer and instrumental performers are located just beneath the deceased, and more
figures are depicted below them as part of the ritual. Two dragons appear at the
bottom of the painting; they may symbolise the underworld. It can be said that the
sleeve dancer functions as an important vertical channel assisting the soul to rise to
the heaven and seek immortality.

Figure 5: Painting on silk
Source: cited in Erickson (1994, p. 50)
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)

82

The literary description of the sleeve dance in the ritual appeared in the poem
(Summons of the Soul) written by Song Yu around BC 277–BC 248 and collected in
the

(Elegies of Chu):
Bells clash in their swaying frames; the catalpa-wood zither’s strings are
swept.
Their sleeves rise like crossed bamboo stems, then slowly shimmer
downwards.
Pipes and zithers rise in wild harmonies, the sounding drums
thunderously roll;
And the courts of the palace quake and tremble as they throw themselves
into the Whirling Chu . . .
In wine they attain the heights of pleasure and give delight to the dear
departed.
O soul, come back! Return to your old abode. (as cited in Erickson,
1994, p. 53)

According to Erickson (1994), the floating sleeves are considered to transcend the
pull of gravity, and their curvilinear dynamics are a common feature and often
suggest flight. In addition to the religious function, the sleeve dance gradually
became a unique dance performed during folk celebrations surrounded by acrobats
and instrument players, as well as being performed during imperial banquets to
entertain the emperor and the aristocracy in the Han Dynasty. This dance form was
continued and innovated after the Han Dynasty. The posture of the arched body
while flinging the sleeves resembles bamboo in the wind and displays the highly
developed skills of dancers (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Dance figurine in Han Dynasty
Source: cited in Liu (2002, p. 83)
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)

The beautiful and elegant imagery was described by Zhang Heng (AD 78–AD 139)
in

(Western Metropolis Rhapsody):
At first they advanced slowly, with figures so thin, they seemed unable
to support their gossamer silks. Singing the ‘Pure Shang’, they suddenly
whirled; ever more charming and graceful, they arched their backs.
All together, bodies relaxed, they quickened the tempo.
And returned just like a flock of startled cranes.
Their vermilion slippers danced between plates and goblets.
And they waved their long, dangling sleeves.
With curvaceous, cultivated bearing.
Their lovely dresses fluttered like flowers in the wind. Their eyes cast
darting glances;
One look could overthrow a city. (As cited in Erickson, 1994, p. 53)

The images of whirling and graceful sleeve dancers demonstrate a unique
relationship between the human body and the universe, and these dance movements
visibly extend the link between humans and the universe. The images also usually
show dancers in a very specific posture: the upper body is arched to one side, while
the curve of the sleeves underlines upper body movement rather than lower body
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movement. Curved upper body movement is typical of Chinese ancient dance, which
is different to the upward and upright motion principles displayed in ballet.
Interestingly, it appears that the sleeve dance is not solely performed by females;
rather, the images of male sleeve dancers also appear on the stone relief of the Han
Dynasty, but at what point the sleeve dance became gendered has not been
identified. Shao (2004, p. 234) describes that the sleeve dance was usually performed
by a couple as a popular dance form represented at banquets and commonly seen on
relics from that time. More details can be seen in Figure 7, which depicts different
sleeve dances between a female and a male, two females and two male dancers.

Figure 7: Dance images in tomb fresco and incising
Source: cited in Liu (2002, p. 175)
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)

The shapes of the sleeves follow two main styles during the Han Dynasty: one style
is typically called long tube sleeves (

, tongxiu); the other is wider and flared at

the bottom and is called wild sleeves (

, guangxiu). These two styles of sleeves

have since been innovated along with the development of court dance and Chinese
traditional opera. The first style of sleeve dance kept the long and floating sleeves
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and invented another new dance form, called ribbon dance (

, jinwu), that

involves holding an extra-long, light fabric in the hands. The other style of sleeve
was altered into a relatively short form, which was then transformed into the water
sleeve (

, shuixiu) and is still represented in Chinese traditional opera today.

Facing the rich dance tradition inherited from the previous dynasties, dance
practitioners during the Song Dynasty seemingly did not aim to promote the same
form of dance, but rather to standardise it through refinement: “the pre-Song dance
traditions, like the ups and downs of a river, began to converge into the downstream
river and flow quietly during the Song Dynasty” (Shao, 2004, p. 246). Along with
the development of literature and poetry, dance as an independent performance form
was gradually replaced by an integrated performance that underlined the narrative
and literary nature of theatre so that dance as an art element was absorbed into xiqu
(

, Chinese traditional opera) and became a highly codified form.

Costume and acting style have also mutually influenced each other throughout the
history of xiqu. Water sleeves are white silk extensions attached to the sleeves of
garments, called ‘water cloth’ (

, shuiyi), for upper-status male and female roles,

and the image of water sleeves moving in the air resembles waves in a river. In the
process of integrating the sleeve dance into xiqu, the water sleeve not only became a
highly refined means of expression, but also a unique skill incorporated into the
theatre performance; the elegant sleeve movements are considered the sign of an
accomplished performer. The width and length of water sleeves have evolved and
changed with time to satisfy various emotional expressions of characters.
Concomitantly, the skills and forms of sleeve dance have also evolved significantly.
According to Goldstein (2007), flowing sleeves can speak a subtle language of
emotional expression:
They can swirl with abandon to express joy; they can serve as
handkerchiefs to mop up tears or droop to the floor like a physical
manifestation of an inner despair; hanging like a curtain besides a
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woman’s cheek, they can convey her flirtatious modesty or allow her to
furtively declare her inner thoughts in an aside unbeknownst to other
characters on stage; or, by rhythmically gathering his sleeves in folds, the
actor can signal the musicians that he is ready to sing. (p. 183)
However, the intricacy and subtlety that Goldstein refers to further implicates the
intense codification that the movements of the water sleeves are subject to in the
stylised form and particular aesthetic requirements of xiqu, which do not function
independently and only convey beauty in conjunction with the singing and speaking
of the performance.
It can be seen that the role of the sleeve dance, originally that of an invoker of spirits
bridging the terrestrial with the celestial in ‘primitive’ ritual, and evolved further into
an independent dance form that emphasised virtuosity and expressed individual
emotions and feelings through abstract representation. Along with the changes in
social structure and power relations, the function of the sleeve dance shifted from
pleasing gods and entertaining the emperor to amusing general audiences where the
whirling sleeves function as a chain that links generations from the past to the
present.
Reconstruction of Water Sleeve Dance in the 1980s
Since the establishment of Chinese classical dance in the 1950s, dance practitioners
have been consistently seeking to inherit and innovate the Chinese traditional dance.
The form of the water sleeve dance as a representative traditional dance element was
adopted into the Shenyun (body rhyme) curriculum for extended female dance
training in the 1980s. This adoption aimed to transform the stylised traditional
theatre dance into an independent body language to represent the unique dynamic
and aesthetics of Chinese classical dance.
At the beginning of the course design, Li De-Fu, who was an outstanding performer
of Peking opera and who has researched the water sleeve dance extensively since the
1950s, was invited to teach this dance form at the BDA in the 1980s. Li participated
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in necessitating the reinvention of Chinese classical dance by not only following the
structure, form and codes of the traditional water sleeves, but also boldly innovating
the form. He extended the length of the sleeves from 50 to 120 cm and even
developed the longest water sleeves of over 240 cm. Most importantly, Li utilised
different speeds, forces, rhythms and skills with the sleeves in coordination with
various bodily movements, steps and expressions to convey a variety of feelings.
According to the designers of the curriculum (Li et al., 2004), Li did not perform
stylised movements in isolation, as ‘steps’ per se, but devoted himself to the dance
itself, with the aim of “letting the sleeves speak” (p. 133). Therefore, to strengthen
the dance expression, the objectives of the course design were to innovate
movements for water sleeves in terms of nature and the aesthetics of Chinese
classical dance rather than copying water sleeve forms from traditional opera. I argue
for the pursuit of a pedagogical Chineseness, where innovating the fundamentals of
the tradition of sleeve dance can be carried forward at the same time as both the old
and new China. As Ye Ning (as cited in Wilcox) argues:
The development of xiqu [Chinese traditional opera] has more than eight
hundred years of history. It has a complete system with very rich training
materials and a strict process. However, it only serves to cultivate xiqu
performers. Dance training can absorb experience from (xiqu training)
but cannot mechanically copy it. (We) must do our work to investigate
the principles of dance technique, to peel away dance from the chang,
zuo, nian, da (singing, doing, speaking, and fighting) of xiqu, and to
create a new gudianwu [Chinese classical dance] form, gradually
developing a dance training method. (p. 223)
In 1983, the first teaching curriculum was established for sleeve dance at the
undergraduate level. The curriculum emphasised the motion principles of “practising
the body through sleeves” and “the integration of the body and the sleeves” (Li et al.,
2004, p. 134) in both training and performing. The 135 cm sleeves have been
adopted as the standard length for training, and the entire set of teaching material is
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composed of 10 combinations (Li et al., 2004, p. 134), with each one focusing on the
mastery of a specific skill (see Table 3).
The establishment of this curriculum further distinguishes the differences between
sleeve dance in xiqu and Chinese classical dance. In xiqu, water sleeves stress the
domination of hand movements, while in Chinese classical dance, it underscores the
body guiding the sleeves, and the sleeves following the body, so that the body plays
a dominant role in the motion. More specifically, sleeves are the extension and
exaggeration of body language, which highlights the balance and coordination
between hands and feet, shoulders and hips, arms and legs, and upper and lower
body; they mutually promote and restrict each other. Given the special dynamic of
the sleeve dance, dancers must follow specific principles in motion, such as “going
to the left first, before going to the right, connecting the link between the preceding
and the following, the beginning echoing the end, making sure the sending out is
returned” (Shao, 2004, p. 5). These principles allow the dancer to perform the
elegant flowing and whirling of sleeves. The smooth and circular moving of the
lower body creates opposite kinesthetic tendencies in the upper body and allows the
sleeves to have time to form various shapes in the air. In this sense, the sleeves prove
to be an effective link connecting the body with the movements and steps to make an
organic unity.
In addition to emphasising the unity of the body and sleeves, sleeve dancers are
specifically required to achieve the integration of consciousness, qi and force in the
motion. The purpose is to realise a union of action and mind, emotion and imagery.
According to Tang Man-Cheng (2012, p. 290), the combination of consciousness, qi
and force is the embodiment of “spiritual rhyme”. Tang (2012) argues that “shape,
spirit, strength and rhythm” are the essential characteristics of body rhyme in
Chinese classical dance (p. 286). Shape refers to every external and visual body
posture as well as the connection between movements. Although profound
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Table 3: The 10 sleeve skills (pictures captured in studio experimentations during this research; photographer: Rusty Geller)
1.

/

2.

3.

4.

5.

Throwing/receiving

Casting sleeve

Twisting sleeve

Seizing sleeve

Piercing sleeve

6.
Folding one on top of
the other

7.
Sleeve on the back

8.
Circling sleeve

9.
Pushing sleeve

10.
Flinging sleeve
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complex and nuanced, the meaning of spirit here refers to consciousness and the
intentions and feelings that dominate movement rather than an unconscious or
random movement. Strength is the description of diverse uses of force with different
ranges, levels and qualities that offer an internal rhythm of external movements.
Rhythm implies the intrinsic rhythm and the motion principles represented in the
motion, such as the specific principles analysed in Chapter Five. When shape,
strength and spirit all integrate, dancers are theoretically capable of achieving an
exquisite standard of artistry that is neither a highly codified system nor a formless
state, but both, which signifies a performance “moving from the realm of necessity
to the realm of freedom” (Tang, 2012, p. 289).
In addition to the sleeve dance, the sword dance is another significant traditional
cultural element that was reconstructed to further promote the ‘body rhyme’ course
in Chinese classical dance during the 1980s. With regard to the establishment of
sleeve and sword dance courses at the BDA, the dance community agreed that the
essence of traditional culture must be preserved and carried forward; the revival of
sleeve dance makes a great contribution to cultural and art development in China (Li
et al., 2004). As discussed in Part One, the development of Chinese classical dance
“has been undergoing a process of classic-making” (Jiang, 2008, p. 12). Thus, the
sleeve dance is a significant resource considered to provide coherence to the
transmission of tradition, and was strategically deployed by dance practitioners in the
1980s. That deployment allowed them to normalise the aesthetics and skills of the
sleeve dance in light of the desire to strengthen the legitimacy and uniqueness of
Chinese classical dance. The practice of sleeve dance allowed dance practitioners to
talk about the continuity of Chinese traditional dance. The meanings of sleeve dance
have also changed for performers, because their interpretations and perceptions are
“dependent not only on the individual, but also on the particular time and culture in
which the individual lives” (Hauser-Schäublin, 2011, p. 11). This is the case
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regardless of whether the performers are wu, ancient court dancers, traditional opera
performers or Chinese classical dance practitioners. That is, it is the diverse
perspectives and intentions of the sleeve dancers who perform it that create the many
different interpretations. As a result, the sleeve dance changes continuously.
Throughout history, sleeve dancers have preserved the continuity of certain symbolic
features of the art form, but they have also devoted their efforts to the creation of
new patterns.

Innovation of Sleeve Dance in Chinese Classical Dance and Contemporary
Dance Creations

Figure 8: Image from A Girl with Green Sleeves.
Dancer: Chen Ying-Jie, media, dimensions
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103 Exception, Research or Study)
For the full video, see http://v.youku.com/v_show/id_XMTQ1NDkzNDg= html

This section demonstrates the continuous variation of sleeve dance by closely
analysing a Chinese classical dance work – A Girl with Green Sleeves (
(2004) – and a Chinese contemporary dance work – Melancholy Everlasting
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)

(

) (2004) – from the perspectives of choreography, costume design and

form. Both works are female solo sleeve dances that won awards in the “Sixth
National Dance Competition” in 2004. Nevertheless, the sleeve dance and body
language used in both works are employed to express different creativity and
aesthetic pursuits.
A Girl with Green Sleeves: an innovated representation of Chinese classical spirit
A Girl with Green Sleeves (see Figure 8), choreographed by Tong Rui-Rui,
represents a graceful image of a young girl in ancient times through innovative dance
composition and remarkable skill display. The style of sleeves is reminiscent of the
tube sleeves that appeared on the brick reliefs during the Han Dynasty. The sleeves
are short and straight, unlike the wide and split bottom of water sleeves that are
usually employed in Chinese classical dance. The special tube design of the sleeves
implies that the choreographer intended to explore tradition as well as demonstrate
the diverse beauty of sleeve dance, albeit in a new way. Jin Hao (2013) describes this
dance work as “a unique creation and development of tradition on the subject matter,
which embodies the generation of imagery and is based on the grasp and integration
of styles within different time periods” (p. 29). In this sense, the image of the young
girl is not from a specific time and space, but it projects the creative imagination of
the choreographer regarding traditional culture. The sleeve is a typical cultural
symbol containing rich historic and cultural meanings, which allows the dancer to
demonstrate a link between the past and the present on the stage.
Usually, sleeves contribute to the extension of the body when movements are
effectively coordinated with sleeves, but long sleeves sometimes increase difficulty
for dancing, as legs can potentially get entangled with sleeves. The use of short
sleeves in this dance highlights the integrated motion of the whole body rather than
solely displaying sleeve skills. The common flinging and casting of sleeves evolved
into the twisting, pulling and tossing of sleeves. These changes enhanced the image
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of the sleeves as they move in coordination with the swift revolving, curving and
leaning postures of the body. The short style of sleeves enables the choreographer to
create lower body movements and explore different movement qualities. The dancer
in this work lowers her centre of gravity and varies the movement range and level of
her hips and knees; this form increases the number of motions performed at a low
level rather than the majority of motions being at the middle level. According to
Tong (personal interview, 12 January 2015):
Chinese dance must be grounded, feet rooted in the earth is a very
important feature of Chinese classical dance. In my opinion, Chinese
classical dance essentially is the transition between the center of gravity,
which is the most unique characteristic of classical dance body language.
Moreover, the rhythmic vitality of dancing is another major feature of this work.
Compared to the dance styles during the Ming and Qing dynasties, Jin (2013)
suggests that “[A Girl with Green Sleeves] represents a strong contrast and
comparison between the rise and fall, fast and slow of dance dynamic as well as the
free and unrestrained ethos presented during the Hang-Tang dynasties through
irregular rhythmic movements” (p. 33). As discussed earlier, in the 1950s, dance
practitioners sought to create a Chinese national dance form that was capable of
embodying what they understood as Chineseness; that is, unique Chinese cultural
characteristics and cultural qualities understood to be common among people who
identify as Chinese.
For example, the early founders of Chinese classical dance training in the twentieth
century considered xiqu the significant living cultural tradition of ancient court dance
because it had lasted for more than 800 years. This perception allowed the pioneers
of the dance training system in China to research the dance elements of xiqu and
create a basic training structure that integrated these elements with martial arts and
ballet. According to Jin (as cited in Wilcox, 2012), “xiqu offered a ready training
system that could be adapted to dance. This was essential for the early practitioners
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of Zhongguo guidanwu [Chinese classical dance], who had little idea where to start
with creating a national dance training system” (p. 222). Moreover, for the purpose
of improving the training system to be more “scientific and systematic” (Li et al.,
2004, p. 14), drawing upon ballet training became effective and pragmatic. This
integrated approach facilitated the establishment of Chinese classical dance
curriculum, but it also caused the loss of some distinctive national features of a
Chinese classical dance. As Li et al. (2004) states:
Some details and rhythmic requests were ignored while practising; the
demands for spirit, shape, strength and rhythm were not fixed in the
standardisation of curriculum; the special abilities for doing Chinese
classical dance movements and techniques did not gain enough attention
. . . some good experiences were not maintained [in the curriculum]. (p.
16)
The reflection on early integrated Chinese classical dance curriculum and the desire
to peel dance away from its origins in xiqu motivated dance practitioners to develop
courses such as Shenyun, water sleeve dance and sword dance in the 1980s. The core
understanding of Chinese classical dance in the Chinese dance community is well
accepted, but the wider understanding is controversial. According to Shils (1981),
tradition appears at the moment that it is “presented” and “is a telescoped,
foreshortened picture from which the history of its past career has been washed away
. . . [it] is the precipitate or composite made up of many successive presentations and
receptions and re-presentations over many points in time” (p. 42). Therefore, xiqu is
conceptualised as an epitome that only shows some aspects of Chinese traditional
dance; there are still many other layers and perhaps even gaps of Chinese classical
dance for Chinese dance practitioners to explore and represent. Questioning the
authenticity of Chinese classical dance as a topic is never out-of-date; indeed, the
substance of the ongoing reflection, modification and exploration as an ordinary state
of development has been questioned for the past 60 years, and perhaps like most
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arguments that pursue the notion of the ‘genuine’ or the ‘authentic’, this debate will
never cease.
In addition to the body rhythm that emerged within the training system, a few dance
researchers explored other forms of Chinese classical dance. For instance, Sun Yin
(1929–2009), one of the original faculty members at the BDA, challenged the
authenticity of traditional opera dance (xiqu wudao) as a primary foundation of
Chinese classical dance and invented the Han-Tang school of Chinese classical
dance (

, hantang gudianwu). The Han-Tang school uses a distinctive

new training system and dance style named after the Han and Tang dynasties in
Chinese history. Sun Yin (2012) argues that “if the establishment of Chinese
classical dance is based on traditional opera dance, it can be found that it is actually a
tributary derived from dance and not capable of fully representing the distinctive
features and achievement of Chinese classical dance” (p. 247). Sun researched dance
images and descriptions in the literature from different historical periods and
attempted to display the various Chinese dance modalities and forms that predated
the Ming and Qing dynasties. According to Sun, Chinese aesthetic history can be
divided into two major periods: “natural feet” (before the eleventh century) and
“bound feet” (as cited in Wilcox, 2012, p. 220). He claims that the dance aesthetics
of the natural feet period were fundamentally different from those of the bound feet.
During the Ming and Qing dynasties, opera dance displayed a kind of sickly beauty
that projected the constraint of female psychology with traditional ethical morality,
and this characteristic affected Chinese classical dance. That is, dancing with
restrained feet and psychology lead to the suppression of Chinese classical dance’s
vitality (Y. Sun, 2016, p. 151). Therefore, Sun Yin and the Han-Tang school found it
necessary for Chinese classical dance to return to its origin and research Chinese
ancient dance forms and styles represented in different historical periods. That is, to
interpret and establish Chinese classical dance, its overall features should be
embodied in light of its whole history.
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In addition to the aesthetic issue, Sun (2006) proposes that the adoption of ballet
training is another factor hindering the development of Chinese classical dance. In
his view, ballet is the outcome of Western culture and is not entirely compatible with
Chinese culture:
Two cultures combine together, which cannot absorb each other so that
forms a diverse art system . . . The major factor of this situation lies in
not researching art systems as cultural systems . . . How could an art
system be diverse? (p. 24)
From Sun’s argument, it manifests that the desire to revive traditions motivates
artists to strive for “better truth, for greater clarity and coherence, and for adequacy
of expression of the perceived and imagined” (Shils, 1981, p. 229). Thus, continuous
exploration and improvement in traditions will alter the traditional system and
pattern.
The appearance of Chinese classical dance is seemingly soft and loose, but actually
the internal generation and transfer of qi and strength are highly stressed and are
embodied in the whole dynamic and motion. In 1997, Sun choreographed a female
group sleeve dance, Foot Stamp Song (

; see Figure 9), which won the gold

medal at the “National Lotus Cup Dance Competition” and became one of the most
representative repertoires of the Han-Tang school.

Figure 9: Image from Foot Stamp Song (1997)
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Performed by dance students at Beijing Dance Academy, media, dimensions
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)
For the full video, see http://v.youku.com/v_show/id_XNDg4ODAzMjQw.html?from=y1.2-1-95.3.11.1-1-1-0-0

This dance is derived from the popular self-entertainment dance form of stamping
feet while singing during the Tang Dynasty, which features singing, stamping and
sleeve dancing together. In this work, Sun uses the tube sleeves and creates a variety
of steps in coordination with the melodious rhythm. The emphasis of a lower centre
of gravity and stamping implies that this dance form is closely related to an
agricultural civilisation. Other than the pointed feet and ballet barre exercises
involved in the integrated Chinese classical dance curriculum, Sun intentionally
eschews ballet in Han-Tang dance training by mostly training the body in the leaning
and cursive postures and integrating, where possible, what he understood to be the
dances of old, reinterpreted anew.
Regardless of the selection of sleeve style or the variation of movement quality, A
Girl with Green Sleeves is consciously or unconsciously influenced by the aesthetic
pursuits of the Han-Tang school. Tong recalled in her interview that “Sun told me
that early Chinese classical dance actually was folk dance, he often thought about
how to use the rhythm of folk dance in classical dance. This idea is very inspiring for
me” (personal interview, 12 January 2015). Facing the question of how to categorise
this dance, that is, whether it should be classified into the Han-Tang school or opera
dance, she said:
I don’t think it would matter. More and more people understand and
develop the body language [of Chinese classical dance], to search for its
roots, which is not a bad thing. Not only to explore it in traditional opera,
but also in other sources. (Personal interview, 12 January 2015).
So, how can Chinese classical dance be defined? Should it be attributed to time,
subject matter or spirit? Tong proposes that “from the point of view of my work, it
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would be classical spirit. [Although] the method I use is deconstruction [and resynthesis], which is contemporary, the meaning eventually being conveyed is
classical spirit” (personal interview, 12 January 2015). Therefore, the classical spirit,
perhaps also understood as classical in spirit, is a way to understand the
fundamentals or, cautiously I might add, the essence of this classical dance, and this
spirit is recognisable as an aesthetic pursuit for Chinese dance practitioners. As Sun
argues (2006), whether a classical dance practitioner believes that classical dance
authentically captures another time or is a reinvention of that purported authenticity,
its point of inspiration must lie in maintaining the inheritance of many generations
for national cultural identification. Arguably, the interpretation of Chinese classical
dance is dynamic and multi-layered, but the desire of classical dance practitioners to
inherit and carry forward the tradition has never changed. This inheritance is not
merely an imitation, especially for young choreographers. Rather, they inject
individual feelings, imagination and interpretations based on the communal
understanding of Chineseness into their creations; they “excavate the ‘tradition’ as
well as transform it. Through transformation, the new way of expression
‘regenerates’ national culture and the meaning of aesthetic spirit” (Jin, 2013, p. 18).
The sleeve dance as a traditional dance element not only forms a special body
language and dynamic that is used to create an image and display classical aesthetics,
but it also performs as a symbol to convey profound cultural meanings and maintain
cultural and ethnic connections. The variations to sleeve dance (including the sleeves
themselves) during classical dance creation embody the seemingly paradoxical
situation of the need to maintain recognisable elements of ‘tradition’ while being
flexible and adaptable to changing times. It seems that this attitude is shared by
many Chinese dance practitioners who acknowledge that something recognisable
needs to be in the dance, but in fact change is supported if not celebrated. That is, the
various styles of sleeves or movement quality project a tolerant and flexible attitude
towards what is understood as an authenticity of Chinese classical dance.
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Irrespective of the early integrated approach of Chinese classical dance or the HanTang school, all interpretations are expected to reveal an ideal “imagined tradition”
(Ranger, 1993). As Sun (2012) says, “we strive to represent the idea which is the
worthiest of our praise and pride from a thousand years of Chinese history, so it is a
creation, rather than a simple imitation and restoration of ancient ways” (p. 32).
Moreover, according to Ranger (1993), once invented, the tradition is not static, but
undergoes a continuous transformation among various imaginative dance
practitioners. It is because the perception of tradition can be conceptualised as a
continuous process of change, and the articulation of it can be context-bound, that
the tension and complexity between tradition and modernity in Chinese
contemporary dance creation has become contested.
Melancholy Everlasting: entangled sleeves in Chinese contemporary dance
creation
Melancholy Everlasting is six minutes in length and was choreographed by Chai
Ming-Ming and Sun Yu-Peng in 2004. The oppressive lighting, a sad song sung by a
female and highly emotional body movements depict a modern woman’s inner
emotional conflict.
The style of sleeve is dramatically transformed into a single long sleeve that, at
around 200 cm long, is longer than the normal water sleeve. This acts as a metaphor
for the woman’s indescribable emotional state. That is, the sleeve is not only
expected to extend the external bodily movements and strengthen the visual effect,
but also to act as a medium of expression and the psychological projection of the
subject. The sleeve dance as an externalisation of the dancer’s inner world is not
surprising. However, to break the symmetry of the sleeves and fuse classical dance
elements and the modern dance form, the choreographers have intentionally created
something that is quite novel in deliberately manipulating what is codified as
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Figure 10: Image from Melancholy Everlasting (2004)
Dancer: Chai Ming-Ming, media, dimensions
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)
For the full video, see http://www.tudou.com/programs/view/7te7ddBayhI/

Chinese classical dance in body movement, the sleeve and the subject matter. The
long sleeve wrapping around the dancer’s neck and body creates strong tension and a
close connection between the body and the sleeve that becomes the main phrase in
the work. To display alternative aesthetic pursuits in choreography, including the
influence of Western modern dance on their work, this piece breaks the connection
between parts of the body with fragmented movement rather than accenting the
integrated motion seen in classical dance. In addition, the choreographers allow the
dancer to lie on the floor, a practice not used in the traditional expression of Chinese
classical dance. Therefore, the traditional sleeve dance skills, such as throwing out
and receiving the back of the sleeve or creating a sleeve flower by circling the wrist
and hands, as well as a few of the techniques in Chinese classical dance, have
become interwoven with these modern-style movements. This hybridisation of
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Chinese classical and Western modern dance movements, and traditional cultural
elements and contemporary aesthetics, vividly embodies the complexity in the
development of Chinese dance in contemporary times. I suggest that rather than
focusing on the definition of authentic Chinese classical dance or external
(international) influences on dance practices within China, perhaps a more useful
discussion can emerge from examining the progression over time of culturally
specific traditions, such as Chinese classical dance, as they evolve interesting and
dynamic hybrids.
The often obscure interpretation of what is observed as hybrid variations of Chinese
classical dance is also reflected in the unclear classification used in Chinese dance
competitions. In “The 1st National Dance Competition” held in 1980, there were
four categories: Chinese classical dance, Chinese ethnic and folk dance, ballet, and
Chinese modern dance. Within each of these four categories, competitors were
divided into groups: solo, duet and trio, different dance forms. In “The 5th National
Dance Competition” held in 2001, there were only two categories: ballet and
Chinese dance, which included Chinese classical dance, Chinese ethnic and folk
dance, new dance and Chinese modern dance. This model was continued into “The
6th National Dance Competition” held in 2004. According to Liu Qin-Yi (2001):
The simplification of dance classifications in “The 5th National Dance
Competition” obviously attempted to avoid the ambiguous definitions of
‘Chinese classical dance’, ‘Chinese ethnic and folk dance’, ‘new dance’
and ‘Chinese modern dance’. (p. 22)
‘New dance’ as a dance category first appeared in “The 1st Lotus Prize National
Dance Competition” in 1998, which implicitly refers to contemporary Chinese
military dance. The term ‘new dance’ is derived from the founder of Chinese modern
dance: Wu Xiao-Bang (1906–1995). Influenced both by the May Fourth New
Cultural Movement and European new dance, Wu called his dance practice ‘new
dance’ to distinguish it from the feudalistic dances of old China. After the founding
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of the People’s Republic of China, the development of ‘new dance’ was mainly
“based on the Chinese artistic, national and revolutionary traditions” (Liu, 2001, p.
28). In the 1950s and 1960s, most dance works were expected “to represent real life
and be created under the instruction of revolutionary romanticism and revolutionary
realism. Contemporary ‘new dance’ is the direct extension and continuation of this
cultural tradition” (Liu, 2001, p. 28). That is, reflecting social realities and
maintaining reformatory spirit are considered core values of the ‘new dance’.
Interestingly the New Dance Group – the cornerstone of revolutionary dance
movement or at least the commitment to social issues as the subject matter for dance
– was formed in the US in 1932 and united professional and amateur dancers
together “using dance as a weapon to expose the harsh realities of society in the
1930s” (Prickett, 1989, p. 47). In 1936, the group expanded to the national New
Dance League, which strove for “a mass development of the American dance to its
highest artistic and social level: for a dance movement dedicated to the struggle
against war, fascism, and censorship” (as cited in Prickett, 1989, p. 58). Although the
New Dance League was derived from a socio-political intention and did not develop
a distinct training system, it significantly affected the course of US modern dance.
For all of its differences, the emergence in China and the US in the 1930s of new
dance underscored a socio-political function of dance. Thus, the understanding of
new dance in the Chinese cultural context is not a dance system per se; rather, it is
considered more a political statement that formed in a particular historical period.
In 2002, the ‘new dance’ category was replaced with ‘contemporary dance’ in “The
3rd Lotus Prize National Dance Competition”. Yu Ping (2002) defines contemporary
dance “as a category that means that the movement or at least the subject of dance
creation does not come from a specific dance tradition, but is derived from
contemporary peoples’ lives” (p. 3). It implies that contemporary dance is considered
a new dance form in the present. Although it resembles the emergence of ‘new
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dance’ in the 1930s, when it was motivated by the specific socio-political and
cultural intentions of that time, it contained fewer revolutionary (or military)
implications but more contemporary dance expression. Appearing at the turn of the
century, contemporary dance in China undoubtedly reflected Chinese dance
practitioners’ desire to create new imagery and make new statements. Indeed, most
dance works aimed to achieve the modernisation of Chinese traditional dance
through combining multiple dance elements and styles with Chinese cultural
elements or factors of social realities. This combination not only displays the
innovative consciousness of choreographers, but also shows that contemporary dance
creation has challenged traditional perceptions of Chinese dance since the 1990s in
terms of body language and form, just as Melancholy Everlasting did. Facing this
new category and its featured hybridity, the inevitable question was asked of whether
this form could be identified with particular aesthetic characteristics, and how
training systems could be developed to cater for this new dance category. As for the
ambiguous definition of Chinese contemporary dance, Tao Jing-She (2010) argues
that it is too simplistic to suggest that Chinese contemporary dance is everything that
the other dance categories are not: “Chinese contemporary dance is not a ‘basket’
that collects and blends various movements, styles and elements that have been
rejected by ‘other dance categories’” (p. 1).
Drawing on the modern dance movements and techniques in choreography, the
question remains as to the differences between modern and contemporary dance, and
which is more pertinent to the present. Ye Jin (as cited in Tao, 2010) argues that “the
division of the two dance forms for Chinese dance academics is still controversial
and has no consensus” (p. 1). When classical dance and modern-style dance are
interwoven, the shared themes and emotions have led to a definitional blurring and
different forms of dance. “There is one scholar who simply defines contemporary
dance as a hybrid of different dance elements to represent concrete images and
situations, and that modern dance refers to using a specific dance element to
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represent abstract images and situations” (Tao, 2010, p. 1). In Yu’s opinion, the
modern dance training system emphasises the exploration of a dancer’s ability,
which includes body movement and awareness, while contemporary dance refers
more to the subject of the dance and does not have a corresponding training system.
Modern dance stems from modernism, while contemporary dance is underpinned by
the internal concerns of social realism.
In the West, contemporary dance can refer to several things. First, it refers to the
dance that is happening now, which originated as a historical category. For example,
choreographer Alex Ketley said: “my work is contemporary – it’s dance interested in
translating the current-day culture” (Looseleaf, 2012, p. 55). Ketley’s comment also
indicates that contemporary dance is often concerned with points of departure in
choreography that can be inspired by current issues or themes. Second, from the
perspective of artistic form, contemporary dance practitioners are often interested not
so much in finding new movement (modern dance), but in creating new ways of
communicating through movement. Contemporary dance often incorporates
technology, text, science or visual art to create interdisciplinary works. Third,
contemporary dance creates a space for the hybrid of various dance styles.
According to dance practitioner Jennifer Archibald, “Contemporary is not a
technique, it’s a genre associated with a philosophy and exploration of different
natural energies and emotions” (as cited in Looseleaf, 2012, p. 57). Western
contemporary dance has come a long way, and the exploration of contemporary
dance seems endless.
However, I question that if the intention of Chinese contemporary dance is to
represent the lived experience of people today, why do Chinese dance practitioners
argue that there is a difference in core values between Chinese and Western
interpretations of contemporary dance? Is there an artificial division between modern
and contemporary dance in China to intentionally maintain cultural distinctiveness?
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Apparently, the development trajectory and internal logic of contemporary dance in
China is different to their Western counterparts, who define contemporary dance in
more explicit ways, and yet I find there to be many similarities in our approach,
particularly in the use of body movement to attempt to capture life as understood
today, which is a Chineseness of another kind.
In regard to the emergence of modern dance in China, Chinese dance scholars
generally believe that it was the result of a shift in social and political consciousness,
a kind of necessity of the time. Liu Chun (personal interview, 28 January 2015) said
that “modern dance was introduced to China in the 1980s and that was a period of
thought liberation. Released imaginations and unconstrained theme selection made
dance makers require a new language and they coincidently found suitable means in
modern dance”. However, the importance of modern dance was largely limited to
technique rather than systematically introducing the philosophical ideas and
choreographic methods, so dance creation for Chinese choreographers had changed
little at this stage. For example, taking modern dance training at the BDA:
The Graham technique is the basis, followed by the introduction of some
modern dance schools from Germany, France, Japan (all in a short-term
exchange). Chinese dancers blended these techniques, even fusing them
with Chinese dance elements. It seems that very few people say they are
the inheritors of a specific school of modern dance. Chinese modern
dance teachers also rarely introduce what style or genre they have
learned as they are not clear as well. (Liu, personal interview, 28 January
2015)
While modern dance is widely considered an ‘imported product’, its physical and
spiritual pursuits of freedom, liberation and innovation are regarded as universal
principles. According to Zhang Shou-He (1995), one of the founders of the modern
dance program at the BDA, the dance culture in China is capable of absorbing
external ‘foreign’ influences and transforming these influences into a new catalyst to
promote local cultural development (p. 25). Therefore, rather than solely imitating
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Western modern dance, the development of ‘Chinese modern dance’ was quite
influential in staking a claim for the localisation of Chinese dance, and this idea
helped to legitimise modern dance in China. Zhang Shou-He (1995) suggests that:
We must constantly develop modern dance with Chinese characteristics
based on full absorption and inheritance . . . Our pursuits are how to
promote the advanced modern dance techniques and ideas in a specific
Chinese cultural context; that is how to reasonably merge unique
Chinese cultural psychology and emotional modes with the way of
expressing modern dance . . . ‘Chinese modern dance’, I propose that it
refers to being able to adapt to the Chinese people's aesthetic tastes and
cultural preferences; it possesses both Chinese and cosmopolitan
characteristics. (p. 25)
Thus, unlike the discarding and overthrowing of the classical tradition that is taken
up in modern dance by the likes of Graham and Cunningham, a principle that stems
from the derision of tradition as a guiding principle of modernity, Chinese
choreographers do not take rebellion as the only principle, but they attempt to
maintain the connection between tradition and modernity. While Chinese modern
dance has intentionally drawn elements from traditional Chinese culture, some
instances of Chinese classical dance have extended ‘traditional’ boundaries, leading
to a type of categorical uncertainty and the invention of the term ‘Chinese
contemporary dance’. There are some intersections between Chinese modern and
contemporary dance forms in terms of body movements and intention to liberate and
radicalise form, including one example from Xu (2014), who recalled that “after
watching a contemporary dance work in the dance competition in China, a ChineseAmerican choreographer surprisingly said that this is a modern dance with unique
Chinese characteristics on the international stage” (para, 5). There is evidence to
suggest that hybridity is at play across Chinese classical dance, Chinese modern
dance and Chinese contemporary dance.
Looking back at Melancholy Everlasting, whether the piece is Chinese modern dance
or a contemporary Chinese dance with classical elements, it is obviously a cultural
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mixture of tradition and modernity, and Chinese and Western, and the sleeve is the
bond binding these different elements together. The tension created in this piece
represent the push and pull of tradition and modernity—a celebration of the
inheritance of tradition while embracing variation and transformation for a
community of dance forms that embody a particular type of Chineseness.
Intercultural transformation of sleeve dance: Penanegra

Figure 11: Picture from Penanegra
Performers: Frances Barbe and Min Zhu, photograph taken by Rusty Geller

Penanegra is a multi-disciplinary artwork that was created in a cultural exchange
context. This creation involved two parts: an improvisation-based live performance
and a contemporary art exhibition, both performed and exhibited at inConversation
in the Spectrum Project Space at Edith Cowan University (ECU) in October 2014.
The exhibition “intended to further develop this burgeoning research culture among
creative arts practitioners at ECU by inviting the conversation to go beyond
discipline specific boundaries and the academy walls to new and untested waters”
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(Adams, Newman, & Kueh, 2014, p. 3). The conversations in Penanegra were
among disciplines of movement, music, video and drawing to create shared imagery,
language and space related to the theme of ‘grieving’. According to Barbe, the
initiator of the Penanegra creative group, the impulse was “to ‘stage’ grief as an
inner, psychic space that we want to push into not move away from” (Barbe, Francis,
Geller, Zhu, & Barbe, 2014, p. 30). Barbe is an Australian performance maker with
extensive training in Japanese butoh and Suzuki’s actor training method. I am trained
in Chinese classical dance and Western contemporary dance. Exploring the
relationship between the body and materiality brought unexpected discoveries in
creating and performing together. This collaboration allowed me to investigate the
intersections and counterpoints of different artistic forms and expressions. The longflowing black fabric tubes Barbe dressed in for the live performance symbolised the
way grief can envelop and overwhelm, “suggestive of grief as a substance that clings
to us” (Barbe et al., 2014). The black sleeves I wore symbolised the spiritual and
emotional connection I tried to make with people who have died. Whether we wore
the tubes or the sleeves, our intent was to interrogate grief through our different use
of the body and body extensions, in this case, tubes and sleeves.
According to Foster (1997), every technical training cultivates a specialised body
“that represents a given choreographer’s or tradition’s aesthetic vision of dance” and
“creates a body that is unique in how it looks and what it can do” (p. 241). As
performers, Barbe and I come from different nationalities and cultures, and we
perform with different forms and accents, which naturally moves the performance
into a cross-cultural context. However, we did not intend to compare and contrast the
cultural and physical differences, but rather to build a dialogue with different
languages. In this shared space of grieving, a dialogue was initiated in a ‘space
between’: between body and fabric, abstract and figurative, internal and external, and
China and Australia.
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Along with the collaborative rehearsals that involved a sound designer, visual artist,
a set and costume designer, and a cinematographer/camera operator, Barbe and I
separately explored the relationship between the body and fabric through solo
improvisations in the first stage. Barbe set several contexts as departure points to
investigate the possibilities of innovating sleeve dance. For example, I improvised in
both traditional white and specially designed black sleeves. As a result of the heavier
black fabric, my movement was forced to shift accordingly and in response to the
material. Likewise, by improvising in an abstract or figurative performance context, I
could develop the focus and the stress of the weight of the sleeves during motion and
repetition. I fully freed my body and intentionally avoided what I understood to be
standard (restricted) demonstrations of sleeve dance techniques as mere techniques.
Instead, based on my knowledge of the sleeve dance, I aimed to further investigate
the language, form and aesthetics of this specific dance form. This allowed me to
explore one of the overarching research questions of this research; that is, what can
traditional insights offer contemporary performance makers in performance? Further
consideration was given to how far the sleeve dance could transform in this
improvisational context and, in the context of the theme of grief, what meaning can
be made of the sleeves? In addition, I found myself asking what traditional sleeve
dance movements and techniques can be maintained in the new movement patterns
that emerged in Penangra?
In this work, my sleeve dance can be seen as a distinctive and personal body
language that is the embodiment of my cultural background, personal temperament
and imagination. During studio experiments, musician Mace Francis and I entered
into an unpredictable world and set out to avoid cliché through improvised
movements, sound and melody, as well as the spontaneous interactions between us. I
was dressed in white sleeves and expected to explore the tension created between the
body and fabric, as well as the dynamic states of sleeve dance corresponding to
various ideas, such as wind, fire or flow. I moved freely with the sleeves and
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followed my impulses, driven by sensations of the moment and the live music
created by Francis. The improvised, fragmented music or sound from his electric
guitar inevitably broke the traditional dynamics of the sleeve dance and prompted me
to move with liberating steps and irregular rhythms. My body responses emerged
spontaneously, resembling the flow that Foster (2015) described as “an experience
that can be located within the creation and production of an event, or it can be
attributed to the experience of the witness of that event” (p. 148). I deliberately
increased the range of movement and shifted the weight quickly to put the sleeves in
motion. Barbe et al. (2014) remarks that “Chinese water sleeves are another version
of the body in dialogue with materials and they bring the idea of momentum and
wind into the often immobile or slow moving world of grief” (p. 30). Therefore, my
constant and spontaneous motion attempted to maintain the flowing lines drawn by
the sleeves in the air through continuous spinning and dynamic upper body
movements. My spontaneous movement also followed the energy generated from the
momentary ‘flame’ during the interaction of music and physical movements.
In addition to maintaining the flowing lines of sleeves and responding to the
intermittent sound, I directed the sleeves into new intertwining patterns rather than
the outward extensions known to me from traditional sleeve dance. My body found
some sculpture-like postures with twisted waist and arms that embodied tension
caused by the pulling or winding of sleeves. This new, more figurative exploration of
sleeve dance invited personal feelings, emotions and associations to come into play,
particularly when I was dressed in black sleeves. The codified gestures from Chinese
traditional theatre were broken here with more liberating expressions driven by my
internal associations with the feelings of grief. Dancing with a character, my sleeves
became the emotional outlet that externalised and projected the internal struggle, and
thus formed a basis for establishing a dialogue with Barbe in Penanegra.
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Moreover, without the restriction of codified movement patterns, the aesthetics of
the sleeves as they were cast into the air freely, or were spinning continuously, could
be observed. Visual artist Barbe captured the ephemeral beauty of the sleeve dance
with her improvised pastel drawing and ink painting while watching my dancing (see
Figure 12). Barbe’s artwork embodied the language spoken by the sleeves
themselves, and different sleeve movements and patterns were translated into
corresponding strokes on the canvas. Video clip 1 shows evidence of our different
approaches to the subject and to the collaboration. The film was played as part of the
installation during the exhibition as one part of a multifaceted, multi-model and
interdisciplinary art project/object. In this sense, the project opened up a space for
the dance, music and visual art to interact and interrogate the exploration of grief.
The materials: black sleeves, black tubes, music, ink and pastel painting were in
dialogue with each other, that is, an interplay between the performers and the objects
they were handling.

Figure 12: Still image of film by Rusty Geller for Penanegra
Top left corner: Min Zhu (dancer); top right corner: Mace Francis (musician); lower left corner:
Majella Barbe (visual artist); lower right corner: Rusty Geller (cinematography).
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Video Clip 1: Improvised ink painting by Majella Barbe

Observation of habit
Usually, at the tertiary level in China, training in the water sleeve dance will consist
of 1.5 hours of class work twice a week for half a year. Repetitive practice of one
movement or technique improves mastery while also developing muscle memory.
That is, “a movement is learned when the body has understood it, that is, when it has
incorporated it into its ‘world’” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 139). Therefore, as one
gradually grasps and masters a specific physical mechanism, they can
simultaneously cultivate a bodily habit as well. The habit is improved through
conscious practice and evolves into an ability that can eventually unconsciously
surface and manifest itself during a performance. As Merleau-Ponty (1962) argues,
there are two layers of acquiring habit in performance technique training:
“sedimentation and spontaneity” (p. 130). Sedimentation implies the process of
cultivating a habit through repeated practice, and the latter refers to the ability to rely
on the bodily memory of this habit to move beyond that physical pattern alone.
According to Foster (1997), “the daily routines of training consolidate metaphoric
knowledge and thereby produce bodily habit” (p. 239). Through the culmination of
these habits, an artist can accumulate physical instincts and traditional elements of
the sleeve dance to incorporate in future performances.
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I noticed that there were some movements that appeared and reappeared
spontaneously throughout my dance. Movements such as spinning with the sleeves
outstretched, or throwing the sleeves into the air and then catching them as they fell
back down, felt natural and instinctual to me. However, the repetition that results in
mastery must also cause bodily habits that may potentially limit the creative capacity
of the sleeves. If I had removed my reliance on these predisposed bodily habits, how
much would my performance change? Perhaps tradition itself, and the internalisation
of this tradition through training, prevents this form from being truly limitless.
The experience gained from studio experiments allowed me to reflect on the
institutional training that cultivates both mastery and bodily habit at the same time.
According to Shils (1971, p. 150), the institution, through a continuous extension
and accumulation of a subject, can gradually form a set of principles, structures and
restrictions. Tradition can be moulded through this process. The intrinsic features
will set an invisible limit for the innovation of the tradition and make sure carriers of
the tradition maintain its features. Therefore, although I have explored various
movement dynamics and qualities with sleeves in the improvisation, audiences were
still able to capture the image of the twirling and flinging sleeve that is so
synonymous with the water sleeve dance. That is, the bodily memory formed in my
previous institutional training of the sleeve dance became the basis for further
exploration, and innovation or transformation cannot erase all traces inscribed in the
body (see Video Clip 2).

Video Clip 2: Solo improvisation with white/black sleeves
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Empathetic resonance
This section aims to investigate how the sleeve dance as a traditional cultural
element was transformed in this particular contemporary improvised performance.
As a non-verbal form of communication, dance or body language “may not be a
universal language since it encompasses ethnicity, aesthetic, social and historical
dimensions, there are elements of dance which are universal . . . in any language,
dance has form, content, intention, an affective dimension and communicates
meaning” (Stock, 2001, p. 253). These shared features mean that dance “can escape
the misunderstandings prevalent in other areas of communication and interaction”
(Stock, 2001, p. 247). Thus, as the movers in the piece, Barbe and I explored more
about how we could share our grief imaginatively and metaphorically through an
exchange of ideas, gestures and rhythms – universal movements that were
unbounded by identity or cultural specificity. We also discussed how we could
combine two different styles of performance without reducing one to the other. We
sought a shared, if not universal, space of grieving through dance and movement. In
this sense, Penanegra might be seen as an “interartistic practice” (Pavis, 2010, p. 14)
– a collaboration between multiple artistic mediums. The concept of an inter-artistic
practice gave me a particular perspective to reflect and interpret our creative process,
which evolved based on the exchanges between different body languages. The crosscultural context of our experiments, as shown in Video Clip 3, is clearly evident.
However, we saw this as the background to our ‘inter-artistic’ intention to explore
the beauty of grief through movement and the body in dialogue with materials. The
video has been intentionally edited to highlight the empathetic resonances that
emerged during our improvised studio experiments.
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Video Clip 3: Penanegra (show & studio experiments)

At the beginning of rehearsals, Francis, Barbe and I were open to the creative
process without knowing exactly what form our final product would take, which
provided flexibility for further exploration. While much was unpredictable, we had
to work with a simple temporal structure (about 10 minutes) in accordance with the
exhibition’s requirement for the one and only live performance that would launch the
exhibition. Improvisation as a form of artistic practice allowed for the exploration of
personal language in movements, as well as making space for interpersonal
communication and collaboration. In addition to the live performance, we were free
to discover what form our experiment output would take. During the process of
group improvisation, we experienced “listening – really listening – to what’s going
on around us, much to tell us about responsibility and hope, about how we can adapt
to change, about how we might . . . choose to create a shared future” (Heble &
Caines, 2015, pp. 2–3).
To animate our inventions and discover the possibilities of dialogue, Barbe and I
experimented with different ways to cooperate. At times, Barbe brought the black
fabric tubes and I brought sleeves and we explored and improvised together. At
others, I was hidden in and struggled to get out of the long black tube that connected
Barbe and I together. We continuously examined how the fabrics (tubes or sleeves)
could affect our body movements and motivate our interactions automatically. All of
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our experiments were oriented towards examining the possible meanings created
through the improvised physical movements, contrasting sculptural positions and
various gestures that we generated. In addition to embodying the abstract idea of
flow, Barbe asked me to experience the weight of the sleeves and represent their
weight by dropping, holding and flinging the sleeves. The weight of the sleeves
implicitly symbolised the heaviness and all-engulfing nature of grief. The process of
exploring and building relationships was also a process of feeling, seeing and
hearing between us. According to Jean-Luc Nancy (2015, p. 18), “‘to hear’ also
means comprendre, ‘to understand’” (p. 18). Although we were improvising with
our different cultural accents, no one aimed to dominate in this process; rather,
everyone was willing to listen to each other by yielding, following and finding gaps
in anticipation of an empathetic resonance. Thus, this empathetic resonance was
achieved by acknowledging different physical states, emotions and movement
qualities, and by sharing our artistic responses and expressions.
At the beginning of the live performance of Pananegra, a sense of heaviness was
embodied through slow, sculpture-like movements and through our use of the black
fabric, manifested in sleeves for me and a tube for Barbe. My use of the sleeves and
gravity accentuated the weight of the sleeves as they tumbled and fell from my
hands. Similarly, Barbe manipulated the fabric of the tube that covered her whole
body to accentuate the weight and presence of the fabric as substance. After a while,
Barbe’s movements within the black tube became more agitated and uneasy, less
abstract and more human or figurative. At this stage, her hands protruded out of the
tube in meaningful human gestures suggestive of an internal struggle and grieving.
In contrast, my sleeves were flying in the air and seemed to reach for a connection
with another world, reminiscent of the very origins of sleeve dance in ritual, yet also
very much transformed through contemporary performance. Sharp and quick
movements that released the contained energy force I had held through the slow
beginning now became an external projection of grief. Thus, the flowing energy
117

created through the flying sleeves both contrasted with and complemented Barbe’s
more restrained use of the fabric tube. A shared channel was built between Barbe
and I over the duration of the live performance. This live performance reflected the
relationship that developed between us during the duration of the project as a whole.
Gradually this relationship bridged our body languages and our use of the fabric as a
manifestation of grief. Barbe’s figurative and restrained performance connected with
my abstract and more released performance to formulate a mutual expression of grief
in a performance context. This mutual expression used movement and was extended
and embodied through the use of black fabric, including through elements of
traditional Chinese sleeve dance.
As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, the sleeve dance was a ritualistic
practice and often implied flight that was associated with immortality in ancient
Chinese rituals. Within the space of grieving in Penanegra, my sleeve dance
represented a contemporary adaptation of the traditional cultural implications of the
sleeves in relation to spiritual communication. That transformation still highlighted
the spiritual communication, but it was less ritualistic and invited more room for
personal and emotional creativity. Similar to the theme of immortality depicted in
ancient sleeve dance, I tried to portray a sense of transcending to immortality in my
depiction of grief within my performance. The imagery associated with traditional
rituals served as an inspiration for me to express my inner world. Although I used a
contemporary approach in my performance, my goal was to also utilise traditional
elements to make the work accessible to a contemporary audience. Perhaps it is best
to understand the sleeve dance as a ritualised allegory of grief. The sleeve dance was
a vital component of this cross-cultural engagement, artistically linking traditional
symbols and contemporary embodiment in terms of understanding something that
might be shared between collaborating artists and with an audience about the shared
state of grief. Here, our dance offered a unique opportunity for artistic exchange and
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conversation through the visualisation of flowing energy circulating in the space
between the performers.
Dialogism-in-action
Unlike rehearsals, which focused on individual explorations and the initial
connections between the different artistic flows, the live improvised performance at
ECU offered an opportunity for these different flows to truly converge together and
turn into a collective unit or a group flow. The space set for performance at Spectrum
Project Space became “a site of dialogism-in-action” (Waterman, 2015, p. 59) for us
as performers, both physically and psychologically. In Waterman’s (2015) view,
improvisation is this site of “dialogism-in-action, where we bring our personal
histories and values into contact with others in a spirit of openness of change” (p.
59).
The 10 minutes of improvised performance displayed the real-time creative decision
making, immediate physical responses, interchange of energy and creation of
surprise. For example, Francis described these immediate responses as needing to be
“ready to change or to initiate change when it feels ‘right’. These ‘right’ moments
need a great deal of trust that builds over time and in conversation” (Barbe, Francis,
Geller, Zhu & Barbe, 2014, p. 30). In this state, instead of saying that we moved in
accordance with listening to the sound and watching others’ movements, we
communicated according to the feelings of others’ breaths and sensing with our inner
eyes. For instance, at the beginning of the performance, Barbe and I were facing in
different directions; this position certainly raised difficulties and an obstacle for
interpersonal communication. However, I believe this calculated risk helped to
generate an increased sense of trust between us, just as Smith proposes “the listening
trust” (Waterman, 2015, p. 59). The listening trust, like an agreement reached
between Barbe and I, meant that we were open to the unexpected as well as
attempting to anticipate what the other would do and respond to it immediately and
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spontaneously. Therefore, the listening trust motivated and enhanced “empathic
communication” and “ethics of respect” during the performance (J. D. Smith &
Waterman, 2013, pp. 84–85). The empathic communication not only allowed us to
share and exchange feelings and emotions, but also created beautiful resonance and
synchronisation during the improvisation.
During the second half of the performance, when energy was building up, our
emotions as performers were gradually accumulating. The constantly intensive
circling and flinging of the sleeves stirred a vortex of energy that visualised the
release, collision and fusion of different flows of energy in relation to the theme.
When I dropped the sleeves and intended to walk out of the “performative space”,
while Barbe was stepping out of the tube and quietly walking towards me, our
subsequent breaths, steps, postures and visions almost became one and finished the
journey of grieving together.
Listening as trust is a crucial factor in improvisation, particularly so in the context of
intercultural performance. Listening to each other deeply, respectfully, physically
and psychologically, the goal of this performance was to explore and build
something broader than ourselves, as well as to achieve a shared expression, even
though we responded to each other with different body languages. Bharucha (1993)
proposes that it is the “profound process of learning in any intercultural encounter,
where it is the reciprocity rather than the separation of relations that matters, or at
least, is worth aspiring towards” (p. 241). If people fail to empathise with others or
other cultures, this limited understanding can isolate them from the possibilities of
exchange and transformation. The artistic outcome can become superficial and
problematic rather than rich and innovating. In addition, Bharucha (1997) discusses
the potential clash of cultural assimilation that can often occur in intercultural theatre
with, interestingly, the metaphor of a river: “When the stronger stream with greater
volume and erosive power cuts into the weaker stream, thereby diverting the course
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of water” (p. 32). Therefore, the exchange and transformation in an intercultural
context can lead to something genuinely powerful, a dialogue of true exchange—but
it may also result in the dissolving of cultural differences with one culture imposing
its influence over another.
However, during the creation of Penanegra, we found that through the use of
improvisation for movement generation, the work was able to be created mutually
and reciprocally. The relatively small group of collaborators and the intentional
emphasis on diverse body languages allowed for a dialogue to occur between the
performers in the performance. We created unpredictability and uncertainty in the
performance by resisting unity and homogeneity. Rather than moving in unison, we
maintained the physical particularities of our own body movements. Our
collaboration was not aiming to overcome intercultural issues, but rather to offer a
free and creative space for further exploration of body language and the relationship
between the body and materials. Therefore, in this cross-cultural and improvisational
context, the sleeve dance as a traditional form was not settled in a particular cultural
context, but it was innovated by me in collaboration with Frances and the other
collaborators to search for the shared space and possibilities of mutual understanding
with another performer. Pavis (2010) proposes that “nowadays we more often find
cultural components suspended in the air, components, which no longer rely on
ancestral traditions or on a location and a time where these cultures would have been
kept” (p. 13). Hence, the dynamic nature of this cross-cultural meeting place, with its
interdisciplinary collaboration of sharing and responding, made the transformation
and adaptation of tradition possible in a new performative context. This dynamism
also allowed a traditional dance form sleeve dance to fuse with contemporary
improvisation to create an innovative hybridity of intercultural performance.
Both in the studio and performance space, Penanegra offered an opportunity for
Barbe and I to inhabit a shared space of grieving, or a ‘third space’, which is
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considered “where cultures can safely and meaningfully meet” (Hunter, 2005, p.
140). According to Hunter, it should be acknowledged that in literary and cultural
criticism, the third space is depicted as something quite difficult to achieve (Hunter,
2005, p. 152) because the entire cultural mixture and mutual understanding without
any controversy can seem too idealistic. However, the third space as conceptualised
by Homi K. Bhaba (2009), the cultural and post-colonial theorist, is understood to be
a way to represent identity as fluid and changeable. In Penanegra, Barbe and I
shared a significant moment of two body languages meeting in an impermanent
blend of artistic styles, which was not aiming to create an ultimate utopia of
intercultural performance, but a collaborative space that was particular to our
performance. Penanegra provided a space that was dynamic, changeable and
responsive, and we were open to exchange and share ideas, movement, flow and
emotion while sustaining our cultural and physical differences.
Chapter Summary
The development of the Chinese sleeve dance as a cultural tradition illustrates that
tradition implies the continuous process of change and that the articulation of
traditional meanings is context-bound. Considering the embodiment of Chineseness
as a core of Chinese classical dance, dance practitioners committed to representing
an imagined tradition and to continuously transforming it. In regard to the emergence
of Chinese contemporary dance, it is the hybrid of traditional and contemporary
cultural elements with the attention to socialist realism, which demonstrates an
alternative form of contemporary dance. In addition, during the era of globalisation,
traditional cultural elements, such as the sleeve dance, are employed as a cultural
symbol to help build cultural identification and stimulate exchange. This exchange
can occur between artists and, in this situation, it continues to nurture the global
community and the intercultural contemporary performance context, one example of
which is Penanegra. A shared space was created for different artistic forms and body
languages within performance to promote diversity and the dynamics of
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contemporary performing arts. As an example of creative research, Penanegra not
only displayed the contribution of traditional sleeve dance to contemporary
performance making, but also illustrated how contemporary exploration offered
opportunities for innovating the traditional dance form. The application of traditional
insights and techniques will be further discussed in Chapter Five.
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Chapter Five: Tai Ji in Contemporary Movement Training and
Performance Making
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The aim of this chapter is to investigate the potential influence and applicability of
traditional insights in Chinese dance-making practices on contemporary movement
training and performance within my creative practice. More specifically, I employ
the philosophy and aesthetics of Tai Ji (
Ji Quan (

), as well as the motion principle of Tai

) in movement classes to design a training method for performing

arts students. This unique method emphasises the significance of being aware of qi
(

vital force) and its circulation within the body – particularly during motion –

and is therefore expected to stimulate spontaneity in improvisation. Intrinsic to my
artistic practice, which includes my teaching, is the consummate artistic pursuit of
the ‘unity of heaven and human being’ (

, tianrenheyi), which can also be

understood as a unity of nature with humanity. This philosophy guides my
performance practice, and this is what I took into the making of a contemporary
performance piece called Hunger, which was staged in Perth, Western Australia, in
2014. My research driver in this performance was to focus on the integration of body
and mind in the pursuit of enlightenment and transcendence as understood by
practitioners of Tai Ji, and to ask what traditional insights, such as the awareness of
qi, might offer contemporary performers and makers.
Innovation of Artistic Traditions
One challenge for researchers analysing tradition in the arts is determining how to
distinguish between originality and tradition. To realise the pursuit of artistic
originality, historically “‘to create’ meant being like the deity in making something
which had no prior counterpart external to the act of creating it” (Shils, 1981, p.
152). Some artists therefore expect to challenge tradition to the extent of complete
rejection of the past, which is often condemned as a hindrance to the development of
art. According to Shils (1971), intentionally seeking to break with tradition and
striving to establish a new belief system is termed “radical transformation”, which is
different to “fundamental transformation” (p. 156). In general, so-called avant-garde
artists seek greater originality and are more likely to experiment with radical
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transformation. Isadora Duncan, the founder of Western modern dance, made a
statement of intention to break completely with classical ballet tradition, including its
music, costume and technique. This created a distinctive image of a revolution of
sorts. According to Martin (1989), one of the primary points of view of modern
dance is the “discarding of all traditional requirements of form and the establishment
of a new principle upon which each dance make its own form” (p. 6). The spirit of
revolution was continued in the postmodern dance. According to Banes (1992), a
“fundamental part of postmodernism – or postmodernity – is the antimodernist” (p.
59), while Siegal (1992) suggests that one of postmodernism’s fundamental
intentions was “to subvert received ideas about society and art” (p. 51). Thus,
postmodern choreographers differentiated themselves from classical and modern
dancers and eschewed the musicalisation of movement, the characterisation of a
dancer, the narrative meaning of work and even the imagery created by lighting.
Although the emergence of modern dance and postmodern dance were often
considered the overthrow of tradition, they still experienced a constructive process
and displayed an ‘authentic’ originality with self-reflexiveness.
‘Fundamental transformation’ refers to traditional aspects that are not only
maintained in new thoughts and practices, but that can also be treated as a source to
legitimise new beliefs to a certain extent. That is, artists involved in a fundamental
transformation of sorts explore various possibilities from what they have acquired as
know-how, and subsequently a modification or evolution of these traditions occurs.
However, I argue that tradition is still somewhat present in the practice, regardless of
the modification.
Similarly, the founder of the Suzuki method, Tadashi Suzuki, refers to Japanese
traditional theatre training to revitalise the consciousness of the physical body in
contemporary theatre. He argues that:
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For seventy years our modern drama has had a complete break with
traditional theatre. The world of the Shingeki stage . . . doesn’t express
Japanese ideas, or feelings, or attitudes . . . And Kabuki and No can’t
express modern ways of thinking. My aim . . . is to bring the two
together. There must be some methods to make traditional consciousness
compatible with modern habits. (Suzuki, as cited in Brandon, 1978, p.
34)
Therefore, it can be said that notions of originality and tradition always coexist in the
course of civilisation: “in any case, even though [originality] rejects or discards
much of what it confronts in the particular sphere of its own creation, it accepts very
much of what is inherited in the context of the creation” (Shils, 1971, p. 144).
However, the new forms and beliefs might become new traditions that are well
received and retained after their transmissions over a period of time.
According to Jacobs (2007, p. 156), there are four forms of ‘transmitting’ the
tradition proposed in Shils’s theory, but the distinctions between them are not
explicit. They involve:
[Firstly], transmission may consist [exist] in individuals… they embody
the action or theory, and [are] disposed to reenact it or to recall the belief
in appropriate circumstances. . . [secondly], transmission may involve
the deliberate conservation of valued objects . . . [Thirdly], transmission
may consist in the mere physical fact of artifacts . . . [Fourthly, based on
the] purely inertial transmission (type 3), one may regard the occasional
use of a long extant artifact-knowledge expressed in a book. (Jacobs,
2007, p. 156)
Compared to the third and fourth forms, which are relatively discontinuous, the first
and second forms contain more intentional learning and imitation, and thus
contribute more to the transmission of the tradition. According to Radin (1937), “a
tradition is not a mere observed fact like an existing custom, nor a story that exhausts
its significance in being told; it is an idea which expresses a value judgment” (p. 64).
Therefore, for individuals, the process of transmitting the tradition is a process of
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active learning, which also expresses their assertions of the tradition or
interpretations of a specific aspect of the tradition.
Further, artists would probably play a role as “selective recipients” (Shils, 1972, p.
140), particularly in the transmission of artistic tradition. Artists do not merely
passively accept what is given or delivered over time, but they try to explore the
particular things in their cultural heritage that they wish to make connections with in
their artistic creation. However, as highlighted earlier, notions of tradition and
‘traditional’ are easily fused with each other. Tradition, and therefore artistic
tradition, is formed through constant re-enactment, modification and evolution
towards a particular form, genre or language, and it occurs over several generations.
In contrast, traditional is:
Used to designate whole societies which change relatively slowly, or in
which there is a widespread tendency to legitimate action by reference to
their having occurred in the past or in which the social structure is a
function of the fact that legitimations of authority tend to be traditional.
(Shils, 1971, p.123)
What is interesting about Chinese classical dance is that while there are elements of
this art form that are ‘traditional’, as a tradition itself it is a recently invented
tradition. In this sense, the use of the term ‘classical’ is interesting, because the term
generally implies something that has age and history. It is common practice for
artists to apply traditional elements to their creations. However, it is clear that the
application of traditional elements in a contemporary artistic creation would
contribute to evoking the concept of tradition, and what this tradition might mean or
come to represent for contemporary viewers. For example, Suzuki’s (as cited in
Brandon, 1978, p. 33) expectation is that “through the [Kabuki and Noh-derived]
disciplines, I want to arouse the unconscious ‘Japaneseness’ of their acting”. This
complex interplay between tradition and the traditional in contemporary forms was
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of interest to me and was the backbone to the research of Tai Ji in the workshop and
performance making.
Philosophy of Tai Ji and its Artistic Embodiment in Chinese Classical Dance
Literally speaking, Tai Ji is a combination of Tai (
Ji (

, great, supreme or extreme) and

, pole, ultimate or ridge), and is usually translated as the “Great Ultimate” in

English. Philosophically speaking, Tai Ji is considered the general principle of
Chinese cosmology and the foundation of Chinese traditional philosophical thinking;
it connotes not only the origin, but also the state of the infinite potential of the
universe, and it is paramount to the mental and physical cultivation required for the
pursuit of the unification of nature with humanity.
Tai Ji was originally proposed in I Ching (The Books of Changes). I Ching is divided
into texts and commentaries (ascribed to Confucius), and the texts consist of 64
hexagrams with appended judgments. Modern scholars still question the authorship
and date of publication of the complete text, but I Ching is, most likely, a product of
many hands dating from the fifth or sixth century to the third or fourth century BC.
(Chan, 1963, p. 262). I Ching is undoubtedly one of the most significant Confucian
classics and has drawn the attention of most Chinese intellectuals from ancient times
to the present day (Chan, 1963). The two major branches of Chinese philosophy,
Confucianism and Daoism, have their common ground here. The underlying
principle in I Ching “is the idea of change” (Wilhelm & Baynes, 1967, p. liv), which
demonstrates an explicit understanding of the universe as a constantly changing and
dynamic unity. The concept of Yin (

, earth) and Yang (

, heaven) is fundamental

to the idea of change, and all events can be seen as products of the transformation of
these two fundamental forces. In fact, Yin and Yang are so integral to the processes
of life that:
If the Creative (yang) and the Receptive (yin) were destroyed, there
would be nothing by which the changes could be perceived. If there were
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no more changes to be seen, the effects of the Creative and the Receptive
would also gradually cease. (Wilhelm & Baynes, 1967, pp. 322–323)
According to I Ching, “in the system of Changes there is the Great Ultimate. It
generates the Two Modes (yin and yang). The two modes generate the Four Forms
(major and minor yin and yang). The Four Forms generate the Eight Trigrams” (see
Table 4). The Eight Trigrams represent the fundamental principles of the universe
regarding astronomy, astrology, geography and so on.
Table 4: The Eight Trigrams Diagram(
Qian

Dui

Li

baguatu)

Zhen

Xun

Kan

Gen

Kun

Heaven

Lake

Fire

Thunder

Wind

Water

Mountain

Earth

South

Northeast

North

Southeast

Northwest

East

Southwest

West

The concept of Yin and Yang is also associated with the Five Agents (wu xing):
Metal, Wood, Water, Fire and Earth (see Fig 13). These five agents interact with
each other; for example, Fire can generate Earth, but it can also overcome Wood.
Thus, the activities of these five interacting forces are cyclical, mutually generating
and overcoming, and this develops the concept of rotation.
It can be said that, whether perceived as Yin and Yang or as Five Agents, they are
considered forces or stages rather than material elements, and in this way, the forces
contribute to the constant transformation and evolution of the universe. This deeper
meaning of change thus implies a similar evolution of civilisation, morality and
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society. Therefore, the underlying systematic process of development for any
civilisation can be traced back to its simple origins (Chan, 1963).

Figure 13: The Five Agents Diagram (

, wuxingtu)

(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)

Tai Ji Quan, derived from I Ching, and its postures are associated with the Eight
Trigrams and the Five Agents. In the foundational thirteenth postures of Tai Ji Quan,
the five steps correspond to the Five Agents: advance (Metal), retreat (Wood), look
to the left (Water), look to the right (Fire) and central equilibrium (Soil). In addition,
the eight methods or energies are associated with the Eight Trigrams: ward off (
Qian), pull back (

, Kun), press forward (

Xun), bend backward (

, Kan), push (

, Zhen), elbow stroke (

,

, Li), pull down (

,

, Dui) and shoulder stroke (

,

Gen) (W. S. Huang, 1984, p. 90).
We can observe resonances of this in the performing arts. For example, acting
instructor Jacques Lecoq (2002) uses the distinct material qualities of the “four
elements” (p. 87) – water, fire, air and earth – as inspiration for physical training. He
states that “water is a moving, resisting force, which can only be experienced by
struggling with it. It is only from the pelvis that this overall sensation can be
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transmitted to the whole of the body”. Therefore, the four elements applied in
Lecoq’s instruction have departed from the Chinese context as the Five Agents, but
they have been utilised by performers to experience different sensations and a
connection to what might be considered the physical bodily relationship to the
material and/or external world.
I Ching is the first known text to identify the united energy concept of heaven and
human as interconnected principles of nature. Corresponding to the ideas of both the
unity of heaven and humanity, along with the eminent virtues found within the
principles of the “great man”:
The character of the great man is identical with that of Heaven and Earth;
his brilliancy is identical with that of the sun and moon; his order is
identical with that of the four seasons; and his good and evil fortunes are
identical with those of spiritual beings. He may precede Heaven and
Heaven will not act in opposition to him. He may follow Heaven, but
will act only as Heaven at the time would do. (I Ching, as cited in Chan,
1963, p. 264)
This idea offered a foundation for the humanism that flourished in Chinese
traditional philosophy. As Chan’s (1963) argument suggests, “if one word could
characterize the entire history of Chinese philosophy, that word could be
humanism—not the humanism that denies or slights a Supreme Power, but one that
professes the unity of man and Heaven” (p. 3). For example, a Confucianist Dong
Zhong-Shu (BC 179–BC 104) discussed the relation between heaven and human
beings in the Han Dynasty (BC 206–220 AD) as follows: “man is the universe in
miniature: man is the microcosm, Nature the macrocosm” and “Heaven is
characterized by the power to create and spread things, Earth is characterized by its
power to transform and man is characterized by moral principles” (as cited in Chan,
1963, pp. 271–280). The concept of the interconnectedness of all things and the idea
of the unity of heaven and human beings is something I understand as a
cosmological humanism. This philosophy gradually penetrated the social order over
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time and thus was used to formalise a state ideology as a stabilising strategy for
whatever political regime was in power at the time.
The philosophy of Tai Ji and its relation to the transcendence of human beings was
fully elaborated by Neo-Confucianists in the Song dynasty (960–1279) and became
well established 800 years later in modern China. The founder of Neo-Confucianism,
Zhou Dun-Yi (1017–1073), presented the philosophy of Tai Ji using the circle
divided into the Yin (dark) and Yang (light) in the Tai Ji Tu Shuo (An Explanation of
the Diagram of the Great Ultimate) to illustrate the well-ordered pattern and the
essence of Tai Ji philosophy. According to Zhou (as cited in Chan, 1963):
The Ultimate of Non-being and also the Great Ultimate! The Great
Ultimate through movement generates Yang. When its activity reaches
its limit, it becomes tranquil. Through tranquillity the Great Ultimate
generates Yin. When tranquillity reaches its limit, activity begins again.
So movement and tranquillity alternate and become the root of each
other, giving rise to the distinction of Yin and Yang, and the two modes
are thus established. By the transformation of Yang and its union with
Yin, the Five Agents of Water, Fire, Wood, Earth, and Metal arise. When
these five material forces are distributed in harmonious order, the four
seasons run their course . . . It is man alone who receives (the Five
Agents) in their highest excellence, and therefore he is most intelligent.
His physical form appears, and his spirit develops consciousness. (p.
463)
I suggest that Zhou synthesised Daoism, the theory of Yin and Yang, as well as the
Five Agents, to imply the idea that the great ultimate (Tai Ji, the separation of Yin
and Yang) comes from ‘ultimatelessness’ (Wu Ji, primordial universe). In addition,
Zhou implies that the cosmic exertion is based on a specific pattern. The pattern
begins with the great primal beginning (ultimatelessness), which generates Yin
(earth/female) and Yang (heaven/male), and these then generate the Five Agents,
which in turn generate the myriad substances. Therefore, all of these principles are
contained in Tai Ji: the process of transformation is always dynamic, not static; it is
unity in multiplicity; and it is in contradiction, but also in harmony.
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Another common diagram of Tai Ji (see Figure 14), which has been handed down
from ancient times to become a well-recognised symbol, continues to play a
significant role in all aspects of Chinese culture and signifies the complete perceptual
form of rational thinking that is ongoing yet complete. In the diagram, the circle
itself represents the great ultimate or the origin of the universe, while the black and
white fish-like patterns symbolise two interacting forces (Yin and Yang) and are
divided by an S-shaped line that implies qi circulating in the universe. Generally, the
white represents the Yang force depicting a rise on the left with a black dot in it,
whereas the black implies the Yin force showing the descent on the right with a
white dot in it. This image vividly demonstrates the interdependence, interweaving
and interaction between Yin and Yang, just as the description in I Ching says “the
successive movement of yin and yang constitute the way [Dao]” (as cited in Chan,
1963, p. 266).

Figure 14: Diagram of Tai Ji (

, taijitu)

(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)

The whole circle of Yin and Yang reflects the harmony and unit of continual change
corresponding to the principle of circular motion in Chinese classical dance. As
Yuan He (2011) states, “the circle is the law of the Chinese dance forms . . . Which
is the fundamental symbol differentiating the Chinese dance from other ethnic
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dances in the world” (p. 4). Further, Shea (2011) noted that “circularity, rippling
arms and torsos, sweeping arms and legs, and seamless level changes distinguish
Chinese classical dance. The breath rhythm . . . also seems pivotal to Chinese
classical dance” (p. 213). Circular motion is a common form of human movement
and is not limited to Chinese classical dance. However, the circular movement
demonstrated in other dance forms is not considered a fundamental aesthetic
principle or source of movement the way it is in Chinese classical dance. More
importantly, similar to the emphasis on the integration of consciousness, qi and force
in Tai Ji Quan, Chinese classical dance is characterised by the pursuit of
interpenetration of consciousness, breathing, strength and shape. Breathing as an
essential role in Chinese classical dance not only aims to express emotion and direct
strength, but also to unite the internal mind and external movement. Therefore, “the
yun [rhyme] of Chinese classical dance can also be seen as ‘qi yun’ [

, the rhyme

of breathing], which is an important feature differentiating it from Western dances”
(H. Sun, 1997, p. 40).
The horizontal, vertical and figure eight circles are common motion forms seen in
Chinese classical dance. For instance, the figure of eight circle refers to shoulders or
arms leading the two sides of the body in opposite directions based on a twist at the
waist. This serpentine movement creates two circles: one on the left and one on the
right, in the front and at the back at the same time. The movement called wind-fire
wheel is evolved from figure eight circles (see Figure 15).

Figure 15: Exercise of Wind-fire Wheel
(Images from Chinese Classical Dance Shenyun Teaching System DVD, BDA, 2004)
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)
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This special body motion resembles the trace of the S-shaped line in the Tai Ji
diagram, and it also embodies the dialectics of the unity of opposites implied in the
concept of Yin and Yang. As the I Ching proposes, “the cycle of becoming continues
uninterruptedly”. Wilhelm and Baynes (1967) explain that the “reason is that
between the two primal powers there arises again and again a state of tension, a
potential that keeps the powers in motion and causes them to unite, whereby they are
constantly regenerated” (p. 298).
The Tai Ji has neither a start nor an end; it exists in the linking places of the Chinese
dance movement. When a movement reaches its maximum or nearly finishes, there
is a change in the movement, and this continual flow of motion, tension and change
greatly informs the cursive rhythm and circular aesthetics of Chinese dance. Another
major characteristic of the Chinese classical dance is the emphasis on contrasting
qualities or opposites through contrasting movement. Again, this stems from the
embodiment of Tai Ji philosophy, as master Zhang San-Feng (as cited in Liao, 2000)
notes:
When you move upward, the mind must be aware of down; when
moving forward, the mind also thinks of moving back; when shifting to
the left side, the mind should simultaneously notice the right side—so
that if the mind is going up, it is also going down. (p. 92)
More specifically, before extension, there must first be contraction; before an
opening, there must first be a closing; activity must be in contrast to tranquillity;
softness in contrast to hardness. These pairs of contrasting characteristics
significantly motivate each other and improve the total expression to a new level.
Interestingly, Lecoq (2002) also emphasises the ceaseless play between equilibrium
and disequilibrium: “oppositions (in order to stand upright, man must oppose
gravity), alternations (day alternates with night as laughter with tears),
compensations (carrying a suitcase in the left hand forces one to compensate by
lifting the other arm)” (p. 94). Lecoq believed that these oppositions, alternations and
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compensations are applicable to all physical actions; thus, they may enable
performers to expand their expressive field.
The principle of circular motion is aligned with both circular shapes and smooth,
continuous motion, and it is thus manifested not only in dance movements, but also
in breathing: “breath is the major channel for communicating between the internal
and external activities of the human being” (J. Yu, 1994, p. 139). Inhaling and
exhaling in coordination with the movement emphasises the ceaseless circle in
dance. The significance of breath in Chinese dance is equal to the qi (vital force) in
the process of transformation in the universe. Zhou (as cited in Chan, 1963, p. 467)
states that “qi means an originating power, an inward spring of activity”, so
breathing activates the changes of movement and maintains the flowing dance in this
context, just as in Wilcox’s (as cited in Shea, 2011, p. 213) observation that
“[Chinese classical dance] emphasises the importance of synchronizing movement
with breath”. More detail about the influence of qi on the movement-creation in a
training environment and within performance creation will be analysed in the next
section of this chapter.
I suggest that the development of art forms often depends on the philosophical and
cultural backgrounds from which they emerge, and the philosophy of Tai Ji is
reflected in the circular movements of Chinese classical dance. Therefore, the circle
as a Chinese cultural symbol not only connotes philosophical and moral principles,
but also leads to the unique circular motion that is so familiar within Chinese dance.
Flow of Qi and Contemporary Movement Training
It is widely believed that the fundamental concept in Daoism is Dao (

), which is

literally interpreted as the ‘way’. Dao is understood as the ultimate basis for all
things, what they are and the way in which they pursue their causes. According to
Lao-Zi’s (Lao Tzu) articulation in Dao De Jing (
virtue):
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, Book of the Dao and its

There was something undifferentiated and yet complete,
Which existed before heaven and earth.
Soundless and formless, it depends on nothing and does not change.
It operates everywhere and is free from danger.
It may be considered the mother of the universe.
I do not know its name; I call it Dao.
I am compelled to name it Great. (as cited in Chan, 1963, p. 152)
That invisible, formless and eternal Dao exists by itself, without physical form, all of
the time. But similar to Tai Ji, Dao is also manifested in the rhythmic changes of
nature and is described as an organic order. The body is a crucial concept in Daoism
and is considered the fundamental location of energetic transformation. The Dao is
embodied in the human body through qi, also known as vital force. As the Chinese
ancient naturalist Wang Chong proposes, “when the material forces (qi) of Heaven
and Earth come together, all things are spontaneously produced, just as when the
vital force (qi) of husband and wife unite, children are naturally born” (as cited in
Chan, 1963, p. 296). Thus, qi is the fundamental material enveloping and penetrating
all that exists. In its concrete form, “essence and material force (qi) are combined to
become things” (as cited in Chan, 1963, p. 265). It is usually associated with basic
natural elements such as air, fog or clouds in Chinese ancient sources, and it also
refers to things that are perceivable but intangible, such as atmosphere and smoke. In
modern physics, “like the quantum field, Chi [qi] is conceived as a tenuous and nonperceptible form of matter which is present throughout space and can condense into
solid material objects” (Capra, 1983, p. 213). In its subtle form, qi is the essential life
force of the human body that animates one’s life activities both consciously and
unconsciously, and is transferred from one part of the human body to another.
To conceptualize qi in the body, imagine a fluid-filled sack under water.
The sack has a semi-permeable membrane: it can absorb the external
fluid and excrete fluid out. The water surrounding the sack has waves
that also influence its inner fluids. (Samuel & Johnston, 2013, p. 21)
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Therefore, qi is the ‘flow’ of energy circulating in the human body; it functions in
accordance with the relationship between the cosmos and human beings. Moreover,
qi can be practiced on three levels based on an individual’s understanding. As Wu
Wen-Chi (2005, p. iv) proposes, “first, refining sexual energy ([

], jing),

transforming into psychophysical energy ([

], qi), and then refining qi,

transforming it into divine subtle energy ([

], shen)”. The inter-transformation of qi

between these different stages is also a reflection of transcendence. She argues that
through the cultivation and training of psychophysical energy, the qi body can be
created to experience spirit dancing. Thus, qi is a continuous process of becoming
that can transcend the physical body to achieve a spiritual state via practice.
Similarly, according to the Japanese philosopher Yuasa Yasuo (1993), Ki-energy (qi)
is a psychophysical flow:
[The] flow of ki, when it is seen psychologically, is perceived . . . as a
self-apprehending sensation of one’s own body under special
circumstances. When it is viewed physiologically, it is detected on the
skin . . . Therefore, the ki-energy is both psychological and
physiological. (pp. 116–117)
Through the resonances of qi, human beings become sensitive to the environment
and others’ reactions and realise that the ultimate union of heaven and human being
is then attainable. In short, qi exists in various forms, from the smallest particle or
element to the vast universe, from the visible motion of nature to the invisible
activity of consciousness. Instead of saying that we feel qi, it is more accurate to say
that we are qi or that we manifest qi all the time.
Motion principles of Tai Ji Quan
Derived from the application of Tai Ji philosophy and Daoism, Tai Ji Quan is a
practical bodily form that completely manifests Tai Ji philosophy. It applies the
principle of Yin and Yang to the human body, emphasising the flow of qi within the
whole practice and integrating body and mind to produce great effect with minimal
effort. Tai Ji Quan consists of a series of relatively slow movement sequences and
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has developed into a variety of styles in contemporary practice. The physical
techniques of Tai Ji Quan are characterised by “CONTINUITY, FLEXIBILITY,
CIRCLING AND UNITY [sic]” (W. S. Huang, 1984, p. 167). The coordination and
relaxation of joints rather than muscular tension emphasises continuity in how the
external form of the body can be viewed as both alert, strong and awakened, while
being carefully controlled by the internal circulation of qi. Most important is the
principle of moving in accordance with the idea of consciousness guiding the qi, the
qi guiding the body, and then the body forming the shape. The practice of Tai Ji
Quan brings into focus the dialogue between a consciousness of the physical bodily
point of view and the wider spiritual world with balance, tranquillity and harmony.
According to Csikszentmihalyi (1990), martial arts can be seen as a specific form of
flow in that “those who can perform it (martial arts) well claim that fighting becomes
a joyous artistic performance during which the everyday experience of duality
between mind and body is transformed into a harmonious one-pointedness of mind”
(p. 106). All that practicing Tai Ji is concerned with is the experience of Dao: the
here and now.
Tai Ji-based movement workshop
The metaphysical philosophy contained in Tai Ji Quan underlies my entire
performance-making practice as a teacher, maker and performer and is the
foundation of the creative practice undertaken in this research. The experience of Tai
Ji practice has informed my understanding of spontaneity and improvisation, and is
linked to the term ‘psychophysical’. This term has proved to be a useful shared
vocabulary with contemporary performers and a rich area of research to complement
my understanding of performance.
According to Phillip B. Zarrilli (2009), ‘psychophysical acting’ is an intercultural
approach that continues Stanislavski’s attempt to overcome the dualism of mind and
body as demonstrated in the theory and practice of acting (p. 1). As an alternative

140

method of training, psychophysical acting emerges as a way to meet the needs of
increasingly evolving post-dramatic forms of theatre. Psychophysical acting also
provides “a set of complementary conceptual and practical tools” (Zarrilli, 2009, p.
8) to prepare an “actor’s body, mind, sensory awareness/perception, and energy for
the expressive work of the actor” (p. 8). Tai Ji Quan is one of the training tools
employed by Zarrilli in psychophysical acting for the purpose of attuning one’s body
and mind, enhancing one’s perceptual/sensory awareness, and experiencing the
circulation and shaping of energy. Similarly, I view Tai Ji Quan not only as a martial
art form but also as a performing art form, and therefore have applied the elements of
Tai Ji Quan to contemporary theatre performance and performer training.
Zarrilli comes from a theatre background and his psychophysical approach is
oriented more towards the staging of texts and dealing with characters, albeit in a
wide range of work from Samuel Beckett to Ota Shogo. My background is in dance
and I have largely applied the motion principles of Tai Ji Quan in movement-based
creative processes, from structured improvisations to choreographic work. Within
my work, especially the structured improvisations, I adapted the standard exercises
from my Tai Ji practice, in particular, the idea of consciousness guiding the qi, the qi
guiding the body, and then the body forming the shape. A feature of my creative
work, and the original exercises developed as part of this research, is the use of
circular and spiral forms. Most Tai Ji practitioners discuss the circulation of energy
and the importance of flow, but very often the physical forms they use are relatively
linear. In this research I have developed new physical forms that are circular and
spiralling, in order to emphasise the circulation and flow of qi. My observation of
Zarrilli’s application of Tai Ji is that it consists mainly of static forms conducted
while standing largely on one spot. In my work I have not only emphasised the
development of circular or spiralling patterns but have developed forms that travel
across space.
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In Tai Ji-based movement workshops, I set up a series of exercises for participants to
experience the principles of Tai Ji Quan, such as ‘the integration of body and mind’,
‘the qi field’, ‘the flow of qi’ and ‘moving starts from the body centre’. These
exercises move in accordance with the principle of ‘the consciousness guiding the qi,
the qi guiding the body, then the body forming the shape’. Solo work was extended
to duet or group work to cultivate the resonance of qi between performers. The
purpose of running workshops was not to cultivate Chinese martial artists, but to
allow participants to understand their body and movements better in accordance with
the requirement of contemporary theatre performance.
In Psychophysical Acting, Zarrilli argues that transporting Tai Ji Quan, Yoga and
Kalarippayattu to contemporary acting involves a triple process, which is “moving
from a martial/meditation art to performance, from an Asian to a cosmopolitan
context, and from teaching children to training adults” (2009, p. 82). During the Tai
Ji-based movement workshops, participants and I also navigated the shift from a
martial arts/meditation context to that of performance and the application of Tai Ji in
a cosmopolitan as opposed to an Asian context. Our work began with an exploration
of the essential principles of Tai Ji through simple exercises, which helped
participants understand the idea of qi and improve their awareness of the body and
mind. Their experiences were later applied to structured improvisations. Traditional
principles of Tai Ji Quan were not demonstrated in the practice of conventional
forms, but rather were demonstrated using my own original movement forms. For
example, I created a form inspired by the symbol of the Ying Yang diagram. This
was titled ‘walking in the water with the Tai Ji diagram’. The refined symbol and
title phrase stressed a specific principle of Tai Ji Quan and responded to a certain
aspect of performer training. For example, in Exercise 7: walking in the water with
the Tai Ji diagram, I incorporated the first move of the Chen Style of Tai Ji Quan
into the movement that I called ‘drawing the Tai Ji diagram’. This movement
emphasises smoothness and circularity and helps performers to highlight the flow
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and connection from one body part to another. After studying the basic movement
‘drawing the Tai Ji diagram’, I asked participants to do it in an imagined water
stream and moving against the strong water resistance. The aim of this practice was
for participants to understand how to execute stillness in performance, how to
contrast the qualities of firmness and softness in their works, and how to perform
slow movements with a high level of energetic intensity.
The exercises devised for the Tai Ji-based movement workshops mainly focused on
re-examining the physical state, exploring many different ways of moving, and
generating original physical material. The essential principles of Tai Ji philosophy
and the practice of Tai Ji Quan can be applied to all contemporary physical
performance including dance, physical theatre and movement-based performance.
Therefore, insights into the relationship between the body and the cosmos, and
between the body and the mind, can motivate participants to explore alternative ways
of moving.
The approaches developed in this research project can be effective as supplements to
existing training, be that in dance, acting, or the kind of psychophysical approach
detailed in Zarrilli’s work. The next section discusses the workshops and exercises in
more depth. It will consider the structure of the workshops and the function of each
particular exercise. Theoretical analysis is combined with the participants’
reflections on their experience of the exercises. Figure 16 below provides an
overview that categorises the various exercises into five sections.
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by de Guevara (2014) that “it is extremely difficult to understand the primacy of the
body in a human being’s existence when the body often tends to largely disappear
from one’s awareness” (p. 26). Likewise, there is a history of challenging this duality
to question the effect of the hierarchical process of the mind–body split, including
phenomenology and feminism. In fact, researchers are still questioning the duality of
body and mind in various fields. As a result of extensive neuroscience research,
Damasio (1996) proposes the concept of the “living organism” arising from when
“the brain-body partnership intersects with the environment as an ensemble, the
interaction being of neither the body nor the brain alone” (p. 88). The role of this
chapter is not to examine Cartesian dualism in detail, but rather to understand how
Chinese philosophy understands the mind and the body as both together and
inseparable. However, Cartesian duality and the theories that have reacted or
attempted to overcome it, are an important context for my research with non-Chinese
participants in this research.
Chinese thinking posits that the mind is interpreted through a cluster of meanings.
For example, the mind is usually translated as “hsin [

] – can also mean ‘heart’; in

fact, though, it fuses both concepts, and might be better translated as ‘heart-mind’ or
the ‘thinking heart’” (Cooper, 2003, p. 63). Similarly, according to Yuasa Yasuo
(1993), the Chinese character xin (

) or kokoro in Japanese, could be translated as

mind, which “embraces the affective dimension of the heart” (p. 204). It is often
assumed that the heart is the most vital organ that produces feelings and emotions.
However, according to Chinese philosopher Xun-Zi (Hsün Tzu), the mind functions
as a sense like the eye, the ear, the mouth and the nose, so that “enjoying doing a
thing and feeling being forced to do a thing, and the feelings of pleasure, anger,
sorrow, joy, like, dislike, and desire are distinctions made by the mind” (as cited in
Chan, 1963, p. 125). In this way, the mind not only refers to the emotion, but also
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implies desire and attention, which can be understood as a psychological dimension
of a human being and is correlated with consciousness.
Taking this concept of the interrelation of consciousness, emotion and awareness or
attentiveness further, this conscious state can be embodied when engaging in a
psychophysical activity. According to the theatre maker, Robert Draffin (2014), the
psychophysical action in the Chinese context starts from the xin (
mindfulness of something. Xin stimulates yi (

, heart) – that is,

, mind/thought), and then together

they merge into something broader, termed xin-yi (

, heart-

mind/thought/intention): “When xin [heart] generates, yi [mind] is raised and qi
follows” (p. 12). This broad understanding corresponds to the essential principle
embodied in Chinese classical dance, traditional opera and movement-based
practices: to achieve the ultimate unity of xin (heart), yi (mind), qi (force) and shape.
Xin is united with yi, yi is united with qi, qi is united with force, and force is united
with shape. A researcher of Chinese traditional opera, Qian Bao-Sen (as cited in
Tang, 2012, p. 289), asserts that when completing a movement, the heart–mind
union, which he interprets as spirit (

, shen), plays a more important role than shape

and force. Shape can be created by imitation, but only the heart–mind (spirit) can
endow the shape with vitality. Therefore, thought and emotion are not contradictory
in the Chinese understanding of mind; mind embraces all mental, emotional and
psychological aspects. This multi-layered interpretation of mind could be particularly
inspiring in reconsidering body–mind relations in contemporary performing arts. In a
workshop with a group of five WAAPA students from the Bachelor of Performing
Arts, majoring in Performance Making, I developed two exercises to demonstrate the
integration of body and mind. The students had already worked with me for a few
classes and showed interest in taking the integration of the body and mind in
performer training further.
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The warm-up for each workshop asked participants to perceive and cultivate qi.
Standing with feet at shoulder-width apart, their arms and hands were placed at the
level of the abdomen and curved to form a large circle with the hands up to four
centimetres apart with palms facing the abdomen. Breathing deeply into the
abdominal area with each inhale, they were encouraged to feel and slightly
exaggerate the expansion of the abdomen and to experience the qi flowing through
the nostrils and down to the navel. With each exhale, they were encouraged to feel
and slightly exaggerate the contraction of the abdomen, and to experience qi
spreading through the whole body and penetrating into the fingertips and heels. They
were asked to make each breath as long and full as possible while still breathing
comfortably. This warm-up generally lasted for 10–15 minutes and functioned to
prepare for the following exercises by cultivating psychophysical awareness.

Video Clip 4: Warming-up—cultivating qi

Exercise 1: Moving with Forced Consciousness
I called the first exercise moving with focused consciousness. The key points in this
exercise are:
•

experiencing the integration of the body and mind, as well as the unity of
internal and external activity

•

exploring the conscious perception of this integration as the foundation for
realising spontaneity in later movement activity
147

•

learning to ‘dwell’ in the body.

The theory underpinning Exercise 1 is the integration between mind and qi, which
was promoted by the Confucianist Meng-Zi (Meng Tzu), who states that “if the will
[mental power] is concentrated, the vital force [will follow it] and become active. If
the vital force is concentrated, the will [will follow it] and become active” (as cited
in Chan, 1963, p. 63). Moving with consciousness rather than deliberate force is a
major motion principle in practising Tai Ji Quan. As Wu Yu-Hsiang (as cited in
Huang, 1984, p. 429) described this principle:
Using the mind to move the Chi [qi] with quiet effort, the Chi may,
therefore be ‘occluded’ into the bones. Using the Chi (breath) to
mobilize the body without hindrance, the body may, therefore, be
serviceable and at the desire of the will.
Thus, when the mind moves, the qi follows, and when the qi arrives, the body
moves. Emphasising the flow of qi instead of deliberate force may help performers
remove rigidity in their work and allow a return to natural pliability.
For Exercise 1, I asked the participants to stand balanced and comfortable with their
arms held loosely at their sides. I asked them to empty their mind and become aware
of breathing smoothly. After entering into a tranquil physical and mental state, I
asked them to bring one hand into focus and, using what I refer to as a focused
consciousness (rather than deliberate intention), allow the arm to rise. Then, putting
any self-consciousness aside, the intention is to become more fully aware of what the
body feels like in the here and now. After a few moments, the exercise ended with
dropping the arm slowly to the side, again using this focused consciousness. During
the practice, practitioners are required to maintain a calm inward state and focus on
the consciousness of qi before initiating the physical movement. They are expected
to find a state of tranquillity and experience mental relaxation in order to help them
be more conscious and aware of what was happening, and to notice the letting go of
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self that the exercise brings. Moreover, the body during performance is understood
as simultaneously a site of representation and a lived entity in the here and now.
The first section of Video Clip 1 shows the reaction of the presentation group to this
exercise. The second section demonstrates the conduct of Exercise 1 in the actual
workshop with the first-year BPA Performance Making students in 2015. In this
class, I asked the participants to shift their attention to any part of the body, not just
the arm, or to focus on two parts of the body at the same time (see Video Clip 5 of
Exercise 1).

Video Clip 5: Exercise 1: Moving with Focused Consciousness

The participants were invited to explore how to dwell in their bodies as a home, and
to experience the ideal state of the unity of body and mind as a type of place. Pitches
and Popat (2011) describe this place as:
Where maybe what I feel finally meets how I appear . . . where internal
and external commentaries find agreement . . . [when] moving and
performing [that] is . . . the more invisible and intangible I feel myself to
be, (allow self to disappear) the more resonant the response from outside
is. (p. 34)
In the focus group, one participant described his experience in this exercise as:
Scientifically, how can you raise your arm without your muscles? and I
was kind of stuck between it, but I was like this is so amazing that I can
do that, and literally there's nothing . . . I feel lots more connected to my
body, sort of more in tune with it and more familiar with my body after
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doing both the movements and the consciousness exercises, which are
kind of linked but both of them kind of made me go, oh, so this is what
my body is, and I think that’s going to remain in my life. (Focus group 2,
7 March 2015)
Exercise 2: Grounded Walking
Well-known choreographer Hanya Holm states that “a simple straightforward walk
is the most difficult movement in dancing” (as cited in Fraleigh, 1987, p. xiii).
Grounded walking is an exercise in focus and harnessing energy, which is performed
as a journey to experience Dao, and a journey to become aware of oneself. Working
with the same group as above, I ask them to stand still with a comfortable and
relaxed pose, which represents the original state of Dao. Participants can choose to
either close their eyes or look straight ahead. Picking up their left or right foot and
moving slowly forward, dropping the heel down first and then the toe, and from one
foot to another, shifting the weight smoothly and slowly. During the process of
walking, I ask them to imagine that the earth was cracking with the tension of roots
growing out from under their feet and that, in turn, the feet become deeply rooted in
the earth, always being consciously aware of balance and firmness when walking.
While practising Exercise 2, the participants were asked to loosen their
consciousness of the physical (quality/nature/characteristics/features of movement,
weight, energy) and turn to the wider spiritual world, focusing on balance,
tranquillity and harmony. Further, this exercise aims to bring the participants’
attention to their balance, grounded body, and consequently improve the stability of
their emotional and psychological perceptions.
In Video Clip 2, you will hear my voice giving instructions throughout the exercise.
The second section of this video shows the actual workshop with first-year BPA
Performance Making students in 2016.
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Video Clip 6: Exercise 2: Grounded Walking

One participant described his experiences of the walking exercise as not wanting it to
end: “I won’t stop”. Another participant expressed that the exercise had assisted
them in feeling grounded from then on: “when I stepped out, it was very firm”.
It can be seen that Exercises 1 and 2 enhance concentration, sensory awareness and
perception. A concentrated yet sensitive, controlled yet relaxed psychophysical state
is an ideal base from which to carry out the following exercises.
Section 2: Qi field
The qi field is a pivotal concept emphasised throughout the whole workshop.
Generally, all physical materials have an associated qi field, and its transformation
coincides with the constant change of itself and the surrounding environment. The qi
field is also understood as a description of the invisible but perceivable energetic
state of a human being. This qi field is produced by the interaction between a human
being’s activity, or an awareness of qi, and the qi prevalently presenting itself in the
natural environment. That is, the qi field implies the occurrence of the forceful
energetic phenomenon and connection based on the “activity of ki-energy [qi]
between multiple human beings, and between the human being and the natural
environment” (Nagatomo, 2002, p. 175).
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Both traditional Chinese medical researchers and contemporary scientists have
consistently been exploring qi and the human relationship with the universe.
Acupuncture considers the human body an open system, and that the skin functions
as a boundary that differentiates the interior from the exterior of a living human
body. For instance, “[people feel] refreshed and energised after spending time in
nature . . . this is because there occurs an interchange of ki-energy [qi] between the
external environment and the internal environment vis-a`-vis the bodily surface”
(Nagatomo, 2002, p. 175). Acupuncture attempts to address how the body can be
realigned by unblocking the meridians so qi can flow from the external environment
without interruption or disruption. Thus, there exists a correlation between the micro
(the living human body) and the macro (nature).
Contemporary scientists also try to detect and measure the energy emitted from the
human body. Breaking the restriction of focusing on the interior body in previous
research, “Chinese researchers . . . have attempted to establish in positivistic terms
the relationship between the living human body and its surrounding environment by
measuring the ki-energy [qi] that is externally emitted from the living human body”
(Nagatomo, 2002, p. 176). Therefore, the external emission of qi implies a
correlation between consciousness and physical energy; before emitting qi, one must
be aware of the presence of one’s own qi. When one intentionally emits qi, it is
possible to receive qi from others. Based on an experiment of qi emission between qi
masters and their recipients, Japanese researchers call this energy interchange
phenomenon “transpersonal synchronisation”. This synchronisation is “understood
to be an occurrence of the same phenomenon between multiple individuals who are
spatially separated, distanced from each other within a radius of 3–5m” (Nagatomo,
2002, p. 177). This idea demonstrates that qi is transferable and shareable between
oneself and others.
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Performers can create and expand their qi field once they start being aware of their
breathing on the stage. This concept correlates to the understanding of space as well
as the qi emission among performers. It also links to the relationship between
performers and audiences in the performance space. Exercises 3-5 were not designed
based on the same copies of any Tai Ji Quan moves but rather were an extended
application that demonstrate the idea of the qi field. During the process of
performing these three exercises, the participants were reminded to be aware of and
make connection with both the front and back of the body, and to be the qi sender
and recipient at the same time. In short, intentionally locating oneself in an infinite
space and interacting with other performers through the interchange of qi,
particularly in Exercise 5, allows one to create a perceivable qi field that can expand
one’s presence in the here and now.
Exercise 3: Creating your space
This exercise derives from a regular warm-up movement that is practiced for
cultivating qi and preparing the body for the following Tai Ji Quan practice. Usually,
this movement involves suspending the hands in an oval shape in front of the body at
breast plate height. With 3–5 cm between the fingertips of both hands and palms
facing the chest and a comfortable distance away from the body, the arms are held
there as a way in which to create an individual sense of space. This space represents
the space that each person feels comfortable with, and it is a pose in which they feel
able to freely accept and transmit energy. People will slowly separate their hands to
shoulder width when they feel the expansion of qi and bring hands back to the
original pose in response to the contraction of qi.
In the Tai Ji-based movement workshop, I follow the original idea and movement
described above and creatively apply it to the exercise 3 with the idea of qi ball.
After participants repeat the basic movement of warm up for a few times and feel
comfortable with their space, then I ask them to turn the palms to face each other, as
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if holding a small qi ball and slowly separate their palms, allowing for the qi ball to
gradually expand. During this process of expansion, the participants experience the
magnetic connection between the palms and the resistance between the qi ball and
the palms until the arms are opened wide. After the arms are completely opened, the
qi ball continually expands and surrounds the body. While located in this spherical
space, I ask the participants to continue to expand the energy field through free and
simple movements, to perceive the relationships between the body and space, and to
observe whether the energy field is strong or expanded. The exercise comes to an
end when the participants start to experience the contraction of the qi ball with the
same perception of magnetic force and resistance between the palms. I expected
participants to experience the interaction between the energy field exists in the space
and the qi that is being generated and perceived from an individual body, and
accordingly realise the performance space is not merely a concrete structure but
work as a projection that is in response to one’s psychophysical perception, action,
and expression. Video Clip 7 shows the same BPA students in the presentation group
as the previous exercises, and it also shows how new first-year BPA Performance
Making students in 2016 react to this exercise in the workshop class.

Video Clip 7: Exercise 3: Creating your space
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Exercise 4: Qi Ball Improvisation
In this exercise, I ask the group to imagine a round qi ball carried in their hands in
front of their body. Although the qi ball is invisible, they imagine it expanding,
drifting, sinking or rotating while breathing smoothly and spontaneously following
the motion with the body. By experiencing the circulation and the flow of qi, which
has originated in the body and also exists in the surrounding space, one allows the
consciousness of qi to penetrate the whole body and stimulate the body to respond to
it simultaneously. This may offer a chance to move some parts of the body usually
neglected, or to form different body shapes without conscious direction or explicit
thought. Video Clip 8 has two parts. First, it illustrates this exercise with the
WAAPA BPA students, as seen in the previous three clips. Second, it is the same
exercise on dance students from Beijing Normal University (BNU) in 2015. These
Chinese dance students did not have previous experience of practising Tai Ji. Their
reactions to Exercise 4 were surprisingly similar to those of the WAAPA BPA
Performance Making students. Both BNU and WAAPA students experienced a
process of understanding, perceiving and exploring qi, but both also faced some
challenges to their previous moving habits and their perceptions of movement.
Chinese students are often thought to be more familiar with the idea of qi than nonChinese students, so the BNU participants tended to grasp the idea of qi more easily.
But this did not necessarily make this exercise easier for them. It was noticeable that
BNU participants were more likely to approach the exercise through their
understanding of Chinese dance forms, such as Chinese classical dance, which
stresses the idea of qi while breathing and circular movement. Thus, in Video Clip 8,
their movements contrast with those of the Australian WAAPA students shown in
the previous videos.
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Video Clip 8: Exercise 4: Qi Ball Improvisation

Exercise 5: Moving in the Qi field
Moving in the qi field is a group exercise. Walking freely in the room/space,
participants were asked to soften their eyes and feel the space, and to allow
information about others in the room to come into their consciousness; for example,
noting the rhythm and posture of other participants and their presence. After walking
for a few minutes, they were asked to release their attention on that and find a
comfortable position in the space. Selecting one person in their view or peripheral
vision, they were asked to let his or her movement or energy stimulate them to move.
After 30 seconds, they were asked to add a second person to their awareness without
losing track of the first person. Each participant in the workshop (five in total) added
a maximum of three people to their field of awareness simultaneously. Each
participant was expected to be aware of the change in their energy field as they did
this, and they were encouraged to ask themselves:
•

How do I locate myself in this space?

•

Is my energy field expanding or contracting? Is it becoming stronger or
weaker?

•

How far out into space can my consciousness and movement reach?

•

How do other people’s presence and movements affect my energy field?

•

Can I transmit energy to others while receiving energy from them?
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This exercise is demonstrated in Video Clip 9.

Video Clip 9: Exercise 5: Moving in the Qi field

The three exercises above aim to demonstrate that qi is a psychophysical
phenomenon, and that it is perceivable and transformable at both the physical and
psychological levels. One participant says that “qi [like] if you can feel, you got it,
it’s right there. [You] Become very aware” (Focus group 1, 10 April 2014). Through
the consciousness and resonance of qi, performers become more aware of the present
moment, the interpersonal communication in the specific space and the unity of the
microcosm (a human being) with the macrocosm (the universe). As one participant
in the workshop class said, “I am making space, or take up more space [in Exercise
4]”, and another participant described her experience with Exercise 5 in the focus
group discussion:
It was amazing to experience everyone in that way and really feel that
give and take of energy as a group and in a different way. I also love that
this exercise proves that you can generate energy in an additional way to
what we have been taught . . . We can get it from within ourselves as
opposed to drumming it up through stomping or other rigorous
movement. (Focus group 3, 2 August 2015)
Section 3: Flow of Qi
Qi is an agent of change aiming to realise the constant motion of Dao. According to
the founder of Tai Ji Quan, Zhang San-Feng, “the qi should be active as the
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propellant power behind all movements and the spirit should be gathered internally,
so that there will be no defects, nor any uneven distribution nor any discontinuation
anywhere” (as cited in J. W. Yu, 1994, p. 143). Similarly, the principle of Tai Ji
Quan practice is, “consciousness guiding the qi, qi penetrating the whole body” (as
cited in Zhou & Man, 2012, p. 269). Thus, the flow of qi within the body can be
imagined as a complex system of waterways:
The ‘ocean of qi’ in the abdomen; rivers of qi flowing through the upper
torso, arms and legs; springs of qi reaching to the wrists and ankles; and
wells of qi found in the fingers and toes. Even a small spot in this
complex system can thus influence the whole, so that overall balance and
smoothness are the general goal. (Samuel & Johnston, 2013, p. 18)
The flow of qi corresponds to the idea of meridians in Chinese acupuncture
medicine. Unlike organ-oriented medicine in the West, “[Chinese] acupuncture
medicine takes each viscus to be functionally connected with other viscera through a
physiologically invisible network of what is called ‘meridians’” (Nagatomo, 2002, p.
174). Meridians are considered pathways in which the qi flows. If the circulation of
qi is blocked, health issues are likely to occur, and if the force becomes dominant in
the Tai Ji practice, it will block the circulation of blood and qi. That is, the
continuous flow of qi emphasised in the Tai Ji practice will benefit the smooth
circulation of meridians in the body and then contribute to the health of human
beings. Therefore, Zhang San-Feng suggests that “when performing taiqi it should
be perfect; allow no defect. The form should be smooth with no unevenness, and
continuous, allowing no interruptions” (as cited in Zarrilli, 2008, p. 75), so that a
smooth performance of Tai Ji Quan “looks like the water flowing down the river
incessantly” (J. W. Yu, 1994, p. 149). The two exercises below demonstrate the flow
of qi applied in the movement class for BPA students.
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Exercise 6: Mapping
Mapping was not an extract from Tai Ji Quan moves but an outcome that was
developed from my personal warm-up experience. My aim was to awake every
muscle and to prepare my body to move, by drawing lines on it with my fingers.
After I started the workshop experiments and was exploring the flow of qi, I realised
that the lines I was drawing on the body are actually pathways of how meridians run
through the human body. I did not exactly follow the pathways of meridians when I
was doing warm-ups, but that movement of the fingers made me understand that the
running energy animates the body and ensures I can move. The reason for ignoring
the energy channels and the motion of meridians probably lies in the long absence of
scientific and medical recognition in the West, which has resulted in an excessive
focus being placed on the muscles and external appearance of performers. Therefore,
I incorporated the movement of finger lines on the body into the Exercise Mapping,
which aimed to improve the understanding of meridians, energy channels, and the
psychophysical awareness through the psychophysical visualisation of the flow of qi
with body movements. Therefore, this exercise ideally means that a participant
“simultaneously senses the inner feeling of the kinaesthetic/verbal form in-action as
it is performed” (Zarrilli, 2009, p. 20).
In this exercise, each participant (performer) stands with a partner and is also called
a drawer, who is trying to map a meridians-like journey clearly with their fingers on
the performer’s body. The journey resembles the running of meridians in the body,
but with external stimulations from the partner at the beginning, and it is conducted
in an improvisation. During the journey, a drawer is asked to move their fingers
along the ‘meridians’ of the performer’s body without any break or skipping,
imagining there is water flowing within the body from one part to another
continuously. At the same time, performers experience the external stimulations and
the immediate physical responses with the circulation of qi in the body. The
performer’s movement stimulated from the encounter between the external surface
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of the body and the internal circulation of meridians cannot only be seen as a contact
improvisation, but also as an embodiment of the integrated body. That integrated
body here implies the unity of the tangible or visible body structures (skin, joints and
muscles) and the internal or invisible body operations (the circulation of qi and
meridians), which provide an access of embodying psychophysical flow and
integrated motion for performers. After mapping a journey on the performer’s body
for a few minutes, the drawers remove their fingers, but the performers maintain the
kinaesthetic memory and move continually in response to that memory of sensation.
In the flowing improvisation that follows, the performer’s movement is stimulated
by the circulation of qi and the resulting impulses of the body rather than responding
to any external stimulus. Moreover, during the improvisation, I ask the drawer to
give stimulus to the performer’s body when they think there is a need to motivate
their partner’s movement to help maintain the continuity of motion. Video Clip 10 is
composed of two parts. The first part shows how the presentation group reacted to
the mapping exercise and extended solo improvisation that followed. The second
part shows the exercise done as a group exercise with first-year WAAPA BPA
students. With four people working in a group, three drawers map a journey on one
performer’s body at the same time, and then the performer is expected to experience
the multiple ‘journeys’ in the body simultaneously and then use them as stimulus for
spontaneous improvisation.
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Video Clip 10: Exercise 6: Mapping

This exercise not only expands participants’ perceptions of the circulation of qi
within the body, but it also improves the articulation of the body during the motion.
In the focus group discussion, one participant described the feeling she gained from
the mapping exercise:
It really helps me with remembering that the whole body is connected.
When I first started acting a long time ago, you would feel legs and top
were not connected, you have to keep reminding yourself to move your
feet . . . So it is really helpful for me to do things like this, everything is
one and each movement affects everything else. (Focus group 3, 2
August 2015)
Exercise 7: Walking in the Water with the Tai Ji diagram
The design of Exercise 7 was also based on the understanding of qi flow resembling
the flowing water in Tai Ji practice. The emphasis on softness and suppleness
differentiates Tai Ji Quan from other forms of martial arts, and it is largely derived
from Daoism. For example, Lao-Zi (as cited in Chan, 1963, pp. 174–175) describes
the strength of softness as represented by water:
There is nothing softer and weaker than water,
And yet there is nothing better for attacking hard and strong things.
For this reason there is no substitute for it.
All the world knows that the weak overcomes the strong and the soft
overcomes the hard.
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Thus, the softness of Tai Ji Quan does not equate to collapse or looseness and does
not mean forceless. Rather, the opposite is true because “firmness is concealed in
softness and inactivity is included in activity, each being the cause of the other” (as
cited in J. Yu, 1994, p. 149). That is, softness or suppleness is an external
manifestation of internal strength, and as master Sun Lu-Tang (as cited in Kobayashi
& Kobayashi, 2006, p. 30) says, “through the development of inner energy, the
human being can be led to his real nature”.
In Exercise 7, I teach the group a Tai Ji Quan movement derived from the Chen style
of Tai Ji Quan. The whole sequence involves drawing a Tai Ji diagram by
expanding, rollback, pressing and pushing energy downward using a flowing
movement of hips, waist, back, shoulders, elbows, wrists and fingers, without any
interruptions. Each movement is coordinated with smooth, deep inhaling and
exhaling. Participants are encouraged to experience how the whole body is linked
together through every joint. The links between two movements is also emphasised
in the exercise. Based on the exercise of drawing a Tai Ji diagram, the participants
are asked to add steps and create a solo improvisation later. They stand as if in the
water, so that the water resistance helps them to stabilise their lower body. During
the solo improvisation, the participants move in response to the water with
continuous, unbroken strength and allow for any changes in water flow. The training
point of this exercise is to feel the tension contained in the smooth and continuous
movement, and the connection between every part of the body. The understanding of
the flow of qi in this exercise can be applied not only to cultivating slow and smooth
motion, but can also manifest in other tempos and dynamics. In that sense,
temporality becomes a focal point for Exercise 7, and enhancing a sense of time for
participants often leads to questions. Questions such as:
•

Can we cultivate presence by listening in stillness?

•

Can we grasp ephemerality during the passing of time?
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•

“How long is long enough to make something happen on stage and,
conversely, how long is too long so that the something starts to die” (Bogart
& Landau, 2014, p. 40).

In Video Clip 11, my voice provides instructions throughout the exercise.

Video Clip 11: Exercise 7: Walking in the Water with the Tai Ji Diagram

As we can see from the participants’ performance in Video Clip 11, a focus on the
flow of qi allows for movements to be more relaxed and carried out with ease. Barba
claims that (1995) “the experienced performer learns not to associate energy
mechanically with an excess of muscular and nervous activity . . . but with
something intimate, something which pulsates in immobility and silence” (p. 62).
When participants were asked about their feelings, one said “this exercise reminds
me of Suzuki training, keeping the energy alive, standing on the edge, going into
performance like the awake body . . . energised stillness” (Focus group 3, 2 August
2015). Suzuki proposes that the actor’s stillness is a “restrained motion”, “this state
as like a racing car at the starting line: engines are revving at high speed but the
brakes are on” (as cited in Carruthers & Takahashi, 2007, p. 80). The tension
detectable in the participant’s body in Video Clip 11 is the result of this kind of
oppositional forces at work in the performer, which can help make movement,
stillness and transitions more powerful and significant.
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Section 4: Moving starts from the body’s centre
In Tai Ji practice, the lower dantian point is situated three fingers’ distance below
the navel, which is viewed as the body’s centre of gravity and the origin of physical
and mental energy. The dantian is translated as “‘elixir field’, referring to the
function of a dantian as an area in which one substance is transformed into another”
(Enz, 2011, p. 77). Thus, qi is cultivated, stored and uninterruptedly transferred from
the dantian point to each joint and muscle of the whole body. Similarly, for
traditional Japanese theatre practice, the point located just below the belly button is
called “hara (the psycho-physical centre) . . . It is the home of the breath, the
platform on which we place our torso, the centre of gravity” (Carruthers &
Takahashi, 2007, p. 80). In this Tai Ji-based movement workshop, the lower dantian
point and its surrounding area, including the waist–spine, are considered the body
centre. In Tai Ji practice, the waist–spine is seen as “the pivot of bodily movements,
just as [it is with] the axle of a wheel, the turning of which causes the motions of all
parts of the car” (W. S. Huang, 1984, p. 176). Therefore, the body centre as an
integrated part of the body not only cultivates and transfers qi, but also acts as an
engine and a connector that drives the body to move continuously, as well as
strengthens the connection from the top of the body to the bottom.
Exercises 8 and 9 demonstrate the idea of moving starts from the body centre. This
workshop also made an initial exploration into the application of Tai Ji to vocal
training and the integrating of voice and body. An application to vocal training is
somewhat beyond the scope of this research, which focuses more specifically on
movement and dance, but this is acknowledged here as an area with huge potential
for future exploration.
Exercise 8: Pushing the Stake with the Body Centre
Pushing the stake is an exercise that is particularly useful to train the lower body and
its capability in Tai Ji Quan. It has been creatively extended here for application to
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movement training for performers. Exercise 8 demonstrates an alternative way of
moving the centre of the body: moving in a figure of eight. Compared to moving the
waist–spine horizontally or vertically, moving in a figure of eight emphasises the
spiral of the body centre and improves the continuity of motion. When one makes
use of the waist–spine as the primary controller of the movements, there is more
flexibility and capacity to turn in all directions and make the body and its movements
more grounded. According to the theory of Tai Ji practice, “[movement] is rooted in
the feet, stems in the legs, is commanded or directed by the waist-spine, and
functions through the finger” (as cited in W. Huang, 1984, p. 175). In Exercise 8, the
participants start with practising the basic movement: pushing the stake. They stand
with one foot in front of the other and put their hands in front of their body, as if a
huge stake is blocking the way and needs to be pushed away. The weight is lowered
with soft knees, cultivating energy in the lower dantian. They are asked to spiral the
waist–spine in a figure eight shape while shifting the weight and the centre from the
back leg to the front leg to move forward. The participants are encouraged to
experience how the centre of body generates and regenerates energy through moving
in a figure of eight shape rather than pushing with the muscular force of upper limbs.
Moreover, the centre of the body acts as an engine that mobilises the body to move
and transfer qi from one part of the body to another. This allows the movement and
its transformation to become smooth and connected. At the beginning of the
exercise, practitioners can push against the wall or work with a partner who pretends
to stop practitioner’s motion to help them to experience the body centre as the source
and engine for movement.
Once participants are capable of handling the movement pushing the stake, they are
asked to move from one side of the studio to the other in slow motion. They can
work alone or work with a partner who was creating resistance continuously. This
assists participants to make sure the force coming from the body centre and
movements are connected. During the process of slow motion, the body centre
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dominates the movement and also maintains the coordination of upper and lower
body movements. More importantly, moving starts from the body centre and
transforms one posture to another with the smooth circulation of qi that corresponds
to the principle of continuity or momentum in Tai Ji practice and resembles “a string
of pearls strung together [or] . . . a grand river flowing endlessly” (as cited in W. S.
Huang, 1984, p. 167). In addition, this exercise stresses the internal transfer of
energy with the resistance during the motion. By this, I mean that the participants’
motion is expected to be extremely restrained, they gain forces from the body centre
and create tension through slowly moving in a figure of eight shape while dealing
with the resistance provided by their partner. That moment of energy burst and
transfer should be intrinsic and internal rather than the result of deliberate force for
performers. If the movement of transferring force from the body centre is too
obvious, the tension would disappear and the performance would be unappealing.
The first part of Video Clip 12 shows my instruction of pushing the stake to the
group, followed by extended improvisations by participants’. In the second part, you
will see how this exercise is conducted in the actual workshop class for WAAPA
BPA first-year students. During the process of slow motion, I called “hold” and
“continue” to help participants to experience an alive stillness. Besides the
understanding of vibrant stillness, this exercise embodies the idea proposed by Zhu
Xi (1130–1200) that in the human body, “tranquillity nourishes the root of activity
and activity is to put tranquillity into action. There is tranquillity in activity” (as cited
in Chan, 1963, p. 607)
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Video Clip 12: Exercise 8: Pushing the Stake with the Body Centre

Exercise 9: Vibration of the Lower Dantian
This exercise also stems from the idea of considering the lower dantian the centre of
the body, and it aims to explore the integration of body movement and voice through
abdominal breathing. Participants start by placing their hands on the abdominal area
and feeling the vibration of the lower dantian as they breathe. This particular type of
abdominal breathing stresses the quick contract and rebound of the abdomen, and it
will generate an impulse or a quick energy burst of the body. Once participants have
mastered the abdominal breath, they are asked to apply it to their movements and
voice without intentionally exaggerating the breath itself. In Video Clip 13, the first
section shows the experiment performed in the workshop with second- and thirdyear WAAPA BPA students. During the voice exploration, the participants were
asked to speak a word, a phrase or longer lines instinctively rather than using an
existing play text. Without rational thinking, they were anticipated to experience
how the breath and movement could stimulate the creation of voice, word and text,
and thus how they might use qi to explore a more integrated performance with voice
and body.
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Video Clip 13: Exercise 9: Vibration of the Lower Dantian

This exercise improves a performer’s recognition of the significant part that the body
centre plays in movement and voice. One participant described her experience as
follows: “I found my voice was stronger and firmer as I was doing this exercise”.
Exercise 9 can be considered an effective training method that functions as a
“bridge” between movement and voice (a term used by one participant, Tim, in the
video clip). It contributes to voice training as a complement to other approaches.
According to participant Reilly in the video clip, “[this exercise] is trying to achieve
the same thing, but it is completely different [to other voice training approaches] . . .
You get told [to use the lower dantian and body centre] all the time, and now I get
it”.
Section 5: Duet
During duet exercises, the participants practiced how to generate, transfer and
reenergise the qi within the motion of flux. Exercise 10 was intentionally evolved
from the two-person training routine called ‘Pushing Hands’ in Tai Ji Quan. Pushing
Hands is performed as an ‘answer and question’ interaction between practitioners:
the person pushing is asking a question, while the other person is meeting the force
with softness and answering the question without resistance. The aim was to allow
practitioners of martial arts to maintain Yin/Yang balance in combat, and to
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experience the philosophical meaning of ‘to withdraw and follow the other’. In the
Tai Ji Quan practice of Pushing Hands, following your partner “doesn’t mean that
we give ourselves up. It has more to do with personality development as its goal by
which the lower self (ego) is replaced by the high self (true nature of humans)”
(Kobayashi & Kobayashi, 2006, p. 32).
Comparably, in the 1970s, Steve Paxton, an American dancer, choreographer and
founding member of Judson Dance Theatre, incorporated elements of martial arts,
modern dance, daily movement and child’s play to create a new dance form called
‘Contact Improvisation’. Touch and balance are considered the two key senses in
this system (Banes, 1987). Similar to the principle of maintaining Yin and Yang
balance in Pushing Hands, Paxton encouraged practitioners to find the “easiest
pathways available to their mutually moving masses” (as cited in Banes, 1987, p. 65)
through a continuous process of lifting and falling, giving and taking weight, and
demand and response. At the same time, improvisation creates “the ideal of active,
reflexive, harmonic, spontaneous, mutual forms” (Paxton, as cited in Banes, 1987, p.
65) through these movements. Contact is the predominant way of strengthening
relationships and transmitting information to each other. However, although Paxton
takes the qi as soft energetic support of leverage in Contact Improvisation, this
system places more emphasis on actual physical contact and therefore accentuates
the physical aspect over the energetic aspect of the human body in performance. In
Exercise 10, the conscious connection achieved by the resonance of qi is the focus
both in physical contact and non-physical contact.
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Exercise 10: Duet improvisation
In this exercise, participants begin by practising the basic form of Pushing Hands,
focusing on the shift of weight and physical contact with consciousness rather than
deliberate force. In the next section of the exercise, participants have more flexibility
in choosing which different parts of the body will be in contact, and which method
they will use to respond to each other. A meditative mentality and relaxed body are
required in this duet improvisation, but the self-defence function of the Pushing
Hands exercise is replaced by seeking mutual understanding and an attempt to
expand the qi field for participants. Internalising the consciousness of qi in the body
and being aware of the sympathetic, perhaps even empathic, resonance between
oneself and a partner can gradually create rhythmic motion during the process. After
practicing on the spot for a few moments, the participants separate slowly but still
maintain the magnetic connection between them based on the principle of ‘listening
to each other’. Video Clip 14 shows how two third-year WAAPA BPA students,
Indiana and Rachael, reacted to this exercise in the outside environment. Compared
to the studio space, practising in the natural environment affects the sense of space
and improves the perception of a unity between human beings and nature for the
participants.

Video Clip 14: Exercise 10: Duet Improvisation
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Regarding the conscious connection accomplished through the resonance of qi, one
participant said:
At first we were a bit sort of uncomfortable, and then as it went on we
both committed to it and it became really profound, like, how I could
connect to someone and understand them without really looking at them.
And it really struck me how that could happen just because we were
sharing something and both invested in it . . . it was kind of mutual,
decision about what kind of relationship you’d have . . . who’s leading
this? It doesn’t matter. . . If you applied that to Romeo and Juliet, the
tension they have between the characters, it’d just become so much more
interesting rather than two actors saying lines on stage, if they had the
tension between them it would be, like, wow, I believe their energy.
(Focus group 2, 7 March 2015)
Exercise 11: Crossed and Circular Walking
This extended exercise aims to explore the human relationships formed in the
performance space and the relationship between performers and space through the
continuous circular vortex of qi. At the beginning of the exercise, the participants
stand facing each other and looking into each other’s eyes. They circle each other
using a grounded and fast walk to move across the room continuously in a circular
walking pattern, crossing around one another. During this activity, the participants
become sensitive to the flow of qi within this circling motion. They are able to
experience the resonances of qi generated by themselves and their partner’s
movements. Later, this exercise is conducted in a group of 4–6 people. The
participants are asked to maintain the connection with the same partner, not only
through walking, but also through running, jogging and falling, all in a circular and
continuous motion in the space. In addition, they are asked to work with another duet
in the space at the same time. During the group exercise, the participants observe
how the circulation of qi assists in the creation of physical tensions or resistance
between them and their partners, particularly when the partner in the group is
approaching closer or moving further away—that is, when the circle is shrinking or
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expanding. Moreover, the participants are expected to explore the space and the
potential of creating meaningful human relationships through moving in this special
vortex of qi. Their continuous motions create the vortex of qi, which simultaneously
affects their bodily reactions.
In the second section of Exercise 11, the participants are asked to repeat the exercise
with the addition of a specific character (a human being, animal or any subject of
their choice), while being sensitive to their partner’s reactions and the qi flow
surrounding them. During the exercise, when I call ‘shift’, they should change
partners and change characters immediately. In this way, the continuous walk
becomes a narrative of interweaving connections that is watchable for an audience.
Further, within this exercise, there is no fixed point because of the continuous
motion in the quick shift between characters, as well as in the flowing space created
by the motion of walking, running or jogging. As a result, any point in the space at
any moment was full of possibilities, and could be either a starting point or an end.
This absence of a fixed point forces the participants to react quickly after perceiving
a partner’s intent, gesture or even breath, and then to respond spontaneously. It can
be understood that qi is experienced or manifests as a process of becoming in this
context. The interaction between oneself and a partner, or between a person and their
surroundings, requires a sense of perpetual becoming that is circular and rhythmic.
As French philosophers Deleuze and Guattari (1988) proposed, the notion of
becoming is a verb with a consistency all of its own; it does not reduce to . . .
“appearing”, “being”, or “producing” (p. 239). Video Clip 15 demonstrates how
first-year BPA students reacted to this exercise in a 2016 workshop.
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Video Clip 15: Exercise 11: Crossed and Circular Walking

Reflection on the Tai Ji-based movement workshops
During the conduct of the Tai Ji-based movement workshops, the WAAPA
participants struggled at times with the exercise. They found it difficult to ‘capture’
the qi. For example, one participant said “that’s such a simple thing to do, but it’s
complex and hard” (Focus group 1, 26 April 2014). It is challenging, particularly
within a short period, for participants to achieve the ideal state of the integration of
body and mind, or resonance with another human being, let alone with the cosmos.
When I noticed the participants were confused about what they were doing or what
they believed they were expected to do with an exercise, I suggested they focus on
observing their psychophysical state, noting mental activity and physical sensation.
Comprehension might come later, as one participant explained: “qi is accessible for
me some times, not always, but [to] stay [sic] present and being more aware of it, it
would happen” (Focus group 2, 7 March 2015). Participants’ experiences illustrated
that training to be conscious of qi and to cultivate an awareness of what might be
best understood as their spiritual energy is possible and can have incredibly
interesting and important outcomes for performer training, especially in regards to
bodily awareness and acute physical and cognitive focus. This kind of
psychophysical practice takes training, and perhaps openness, to a new way of
understanding consciousness. However, it is available to all human beings and, in
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my experience, it can transcend cultural and philosophical differences. This Tai Jibased movement training has shown its potential as a complementary training
approach for contemporary movement training. The practice of circular and
continuous movements might contribute to the mastery of breath and vital life force
for performers in both physical and vocal training. The ideas of integration of body
and mind and the unity of human beings and nature that are emphasised in this
system could be used to effectively overcome (in philosophy and in practice) the
mind–body split left over from the powerful influence of Cartesian duality.
Even though the Australian WAAPA students began to feel that the flow of qi was
perceivable after carrying out some of these exercises, the profundity of Tai Ji was
seemingly more accessible for the Chinese BNU dancers – at least as an idea or
principle, if not in practice. During the three-hour Tai Ji-based movement workshop,
the BNU dance students appeared to take up the principles of qi and its circulation
within the body more readily than the Australian WAAPA students. While (by their
own admission) the BNU students were not Tai Ji practitioners, I attribute this result
to the Chinese students’ familiarity with the ideas of qi, circulation and human
beings’ relationship with the cosmos. This natural familiarity comes from a nation or
culture’s religious or spiritual context and from the medical system, life experience,
education and the surrounding environment. The idea of Tai Ji has permeated
various parts of Chinese culture over time, thereby allowing Chinese people to have
greater access to its principles (even without practicing Tai Ji Quan) because of their
access to other parts of the culture. Thus, although the Chinese BNU dancers had
never been trained in Tai Ji and did not deeply understood its philosophical
implications, the principle of qi is deeply embedded within Chinese culture and
therefore had penetrated into the consciousness of the BNU dancers.
This cultural knowledge also contributes to maintaining a link between generations.
As Wu (2009) states, “actually flowing through the long river of tradition is not

174

water, but blood. The descendants have been infiltrated by that gene, that blood and
spiritual temperament” (p. 97). Due to the correlation between the motion principles
of Tai Ji and Chinese classical dance, the BNU dancers were more familiar with
some words than the Australian WAAPA students. For example, terms such as qi,
consciousness and the concepts they represented were not new conceptually, even if
in practice they were not easy to embody. Similar instructions within Chinese
classical dance allowed the BNU students to form an association between what I was
asking and their previous training. Nevertheless, the emphasis on following internal
energy and its circulation for movement in my training approach, rather than moving
in accordance with a specific, learned pattern, meant that the training still challenged
the capabilities of the BNU dancers. For instance, one BNU dancer described that “I
know the idea of qi, but have never intentionally become aware of it and explored it
in movement like this. The flow of qi sometimes naturally happens, but sometimes
you need to work it out deliberately” (Focus group 4, 13 January 2015).
The experiences gained from the workshop made the BNU dancers realise that
current institutional dance training generally places limited emphasis on the unity of
the body and mind in motion, or on the importance of internal, mindful action in
performance. This phenomenon can be analysed from two perspectives. First,
breathing is highly emphasised in Chinese classical dance training. The cyclical
inhaling and exhaling creates a circular motion that is a signature of Chinese dance,
and it is used to make physical connections between movements. This “rhythmic
breath” (Wu, as cited in Gerdes, 2010, p. 243) originates from the idea of qi in the
Tai Ji philosophy, which is considered one of the major principles of Chinese
classical dance. However, in classical dance training, Chinese dancers study these
principles by practising more codified movement vocabulary rather than studying the
principles of qi from the perspective of psychophysical action. As a result,
embodying the flow of qi in Chinese classical dance works is realised through
rhythmic body movements and intentional breathing. The profound philosophical
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meanings and psychophysical states highlighted in Tai Ji are translated into specific
movement patterns, which are more or less limited by technical skill and inherited
codified vocabulary.
Second, partly influenced by Western modern dance techniques that highlight the
anatomical structure and its functions, young BNU dancers have become more
inclined to “explore the external shape and form in their choreography and
improvisation” (Focus group 4, 13 January 2015). One BNU dancer described an
improvisation class taught by a Western guest teacher with the following: “she asked
us to try different parts of [our] body as a pivot to support our motion; thus, we paid
more attention to the parts of body rather than the whole body when we were
moving” (Focus group 4, 13 January 2015).
Therefore, I noted that this natural affinity towards one’s cultural tradition that
comes from a kind of “cultural consensus” (Shils, 1981, p. 245) seems to be a
significant factor in maintaining the continuity of tradition. However, the degree of
inheriting and understanding traditions partly depends on the nature of the
transmission. Perhaps it would make sense that if one were trained efficiently and
consistently for a type of practice, and could explore the fundamental principles
deeply, they would be more likely to re-enact the action in an appropriate way, thus
continuing the tradition.
Application of Tai Ji in Contemporary Performance Making
In this section, I analyse how Tai Ji philosophy and Tai Ji Quan practice can be
applied in contemporary performances by considering works by the Cloud Gate
Dance Theatre of Taiwan, Shen Wei Dance Arts from China and my personal
practice. These performances embody the fusion of innovating tradition alongside
original creation. They reactivate some elements of the tradition while also creating
novelty.
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Cloud Gate Dance Theatre of Taiwan and Taiji Daoyin
The Cloud Gate Dance Theatre of Taiwan is one of the world’s most well-known
contemporary dance companies. It was founded by Lin Hwai-min in 1973. In Lin’s
early dance works, the repertoire was mainly derived from Chinese myths and
literature, as well as from the immigration and contemporary history of Taiwan.
Since the 1990s, Lin has stopped exploring and interpreting narrative texts in dance
and has started to focus instead on the ‘pure’ body and the kinaesthesia of body
movement. As Jiang Xun (as cited in Lin, 2002, p. 6) said, Lin uses “no event, no
history, [he] makes [a dancer’s] body return to the initial state of time and space”.
Lin’s focus now includes applying some Asian movement techniques to the training
system for dancers, such as taiji daoyin, martial arts, qigong and meditation. This
particular way of training stems from an oriental philosophy that emphasises the
inward force and lyrical flow of qi rather than outward and linear movement. The
approach allows dancers to further discover their bodies as a microcosm with distinct
somatic experiences. As Yang Yun-Yu (as cited in Xiong, 2011, p. 138) describes:
Recent works from Cloud Gate, such as Moon Water, Cursive II, Songs
of the Wanderers, etc, have displayed a style of transition because of the
application and practice of taiji daoyin . . .The emphasis [in the works]
was no longer only on the explosive force of dancers and the complexity
of work; rather, it was a fusion of softness and force, the unity of
external force and internal qi, which represents a comfortable and
unrestrained state of ancient Chinese bodily culture.
Xiong Wei developed Taiji daoyin in Taiwan in the 1970s. This practice system was
derived from Daoist philosophy and the motion principles of Tai Ji Quan. Taiji
daoyin reduces the functions of attack and defence, but highlights the notion of
daoyin. Dao and yin both refer to ‘guide’ in Chinese; separately, the words mean
‘guide the qi’ (

, daoqi) and ‘guide the body’ (

, yinti). That is, it is an

exercise in guiding the circulation of qi within the body. According to Xiong (2011),
who was deeply influenced by Western modernisation, people’s bodies and minds
can easily become tense. The smooth flow of qi within the body without resistance
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from muscles and joints aims to realise complete flexibility (

, song), both

physically and spiritually. Regarding the application of taiji daoyin to dance training,
Xiong (2011) proposes that:
Dance training often focuses on external training, but ignores the
guidance of the connotations of the inner body. The external form is
merely the last requirement of movement. Understanding the
fundamentals of movement lies in understanding the nature of movement
from inside out . . . If [dancers] only cling to the external form and
ignore the essence of the movement, then [they] would lose the root of
dance training. (pp. 109–110)
Taiji daoyin provides dancers with an approach to achieving a meditative state in
performance, as well as developing a unique dancing style through emphasising
spiral motion and the centre of gravity. This is clearly embodied in the dance work
Cursive Trilogy, which includes Cursive I (2001), Cursive II (2003), and Wild
Cursive (2005). In Cursive Trilogy, Lin ingeniously integrates the aesthetics of dance
with that of calligraphy and creates a dynamic “calligraphic kinesthesia” (Szeto,
2010, p. 414) in the work. Dancers follow the principle of taiji daoyin to feel and
initiate the flow of qi from the dantian point. In addition, the movement language
used by Lin’s dancers discards the pervasive motion of the vertical torso seen in
ballet, and instead is inspired by the more three-dimensional spiralling motion of
taiji daoyin. This three-dimensional spiralling motion emphasises “the unity of three
rotations: rotating the wrist while rotating the arm, rotating the waist while rotating
the spine, rotating the ankle while rotating the hip” (Xiong, 2011, p. 42). This spiral
route resembles the diagram of Tai Ji, which signifies the dynamic interaction of Yin
and Yang, and also promotes the smooth circulation of qi. Moreover, according to
Xiong (2011, p.109), the transforming moments between movements relies on the
support of the body’s centre of gravity, and this centre links all parts of the body, so
they mutually relate to and support each other. Based on this understanding, the
centre line of the body can be divided and adjusted randomly, and movements can
thus be changed freely.
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Lin “wants the dancers to experience ‘qi’s vibration’” in Cursive Trilogy (Szeto,
2010, p. 436). For dancers, except those trained in taiji daoyin, practicing calligraphy
also improves their understanding and embodiment of qi. One of the Cloud Gate
dancers, Wen Ching-Ching, describes her experience of calligraphy:
Writing calligraphy helps a great deal for our spatial reading of the
characters. Often you find yourself surprised at your actions because the
energy, the chi [qi] moves this way, while otherwise we may only do
what comes more easily. But here you find that it curves around. (as
cited in Szeto, 2010, p. 425)
As calligraphers do, dancers draw lines or brushstrokes in the air through their spiral
and twisting movements, inspired by taiji daoyin. A highly flexible body and
mentality offer great potential for dancers to transform their energy between tension
and release, motion and stillness and, most importantly, to experience the unity of
the body and mind. For those trained in both dance and calligraphy, like Cloud Gate,
calligraphy and dance become one, joined by the rhythm and structure of qi. In a
word, qi is life.
Lin’s dance works reflect the multiple influences of Chinese traditional aesthetics,
Zen Buddhism and Asian philosophies, as well as modern Western aesthetics. Lin
studied in Martha Graham’s studio in the 1970s, and the strong dramatic expression
of Graham’s technique has deeply influenced his choreography. It may be noticed
that taiji daoyin and Graham’s techniques both highlight the energy generated from
the lower abdominal area and the importance of breath in dance performance.
However, taiji daoyin pursues achievement of the oriental notion of the selfless state
and strives for the integration of the body and mind so often attributed to Asian
philosophies. Graham emphasises the physical tension and the embodiment of
subjectivity and individuality. More recently, Lin has been critically engaged with
different Japanese and Southeast Asian cultural and aesthetic influences, not only to
absorb nourishment from them, but also to transcend their boundaries and their fixed
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forms. He concurrently presents and transforms traditions. In a lecture in 2007, he
said that he was “seeking the source [of inspiration] from the tradition, but
transforming it to a new thing rather than [keeping] the original one. What we found
were our bodies” (H. M. Lin, personal communication, 16 May 2007).
According to Lin Ya-Tin, the works of Cloud Gate reflect “Taiwan’s distinct flexible
adaptability to different identities due to various political, historical, social as well as
economic times” (as cited in Szeto, 2010, p. 418). The application of Chinese
traditional cultural elements in the Cursive Trilogy, such as calligraphy, Daoist
philosophy and taiji daoyin, is not aiming to assert a particular identity; rather, it is
aiming to explore the nature and complexity of movement. The way in which Lin
applies traditional cultural elements allows the work to seemingly transcend a geopolitical space, and it is beyond any one specific ideology. As Szeto (2010) argues:
Lin is a cosmopolitical choreographer who blends Asian and EuroAmerican aesthetics, thus critically destabilizing East/West dichotomies
and counteracting exclusively European American historiographies of
modern dance . . . [he creates] a transcultural artwork . . . [His]
cosmopolitical perspective conveys a significant aesthetic voice and
ideological force in today’s dancescape. (pp. 414, 439)
Shen Wei Dance Arts and the connected natural body
Shen Wei is an acclaimed Chinese–American choreographer who has studied
Chinese traditional theatre for 11 years. He joined the Guangdong Modern Dance
Company as a founding member in 1991 and then continued his modern dance study
in New York, receiving a scholarship from the Nikolais/Louis Dance Lab. In 2000,
he founded the Shen Wei Dance Arts company.
Unlike Lin Hwai-Min, who imported the complete taiji daoyin system as basic
training for his dancers, Shen has developed a special training method called the
natural body development technique. Shen’s dancers usually study this technique for
two years before performing the company’s repertoire. The development of Shen’s
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technique has been based on the transformation and exploration of traditional artistic
components together with Shen’s thinking on body structure and motion. He stated:
I have developed (this technique) over ten years, along with basic
elements of Chinese opera walking and hand gestures. But the work is
not tied to Chinese forms any more than any other form. It is a new way
of seeing movement that comes from an understanding of certain
principles such as internal energy, momentum, continual movement,
transfer of energy, and internal rotation. (Shen, as cited in Gerdes, 2010,
p. 234)
Shen’s technique focuses on the natural aspect of body development, which implies
that the body’s reaction is formed by one’s knowing of the individual’s capacity for
motion and movement, complete with an awareness of the surrounding environment.
This way of moving allows dancers to move more naturally and comfortably (Shen,
2014b). Shen’s understanding of the unity of motion and environment corresponds to
the Chinese traditional philosophy of the unity of humans and the universe. Both of
these understandings support the notion that one’s body does not act independently
of nature, but integrates with it to establish an interdependent relationship. The idea
of this natural body development is demonstrated in Shen’s series of works: Connect
Transfer (2004), Scroll Painting (2008) and Connect Transfer II (2008).
In July 2004, Shen published a work called Connect Transfer at the American Dance
Festival at Duke University. His work signalled the inception of his long-term
exploration of connecting within and between physical bodies through the cultivation
of internal energy and the transfer of this energy rather than emphasising the
function of joints and muscles. Shen also explored connections between dance and
visual art. In 2008, he created a work called Scroll Painting, which was a
demonstration of Connect Transfer, for the Beijing 2008 Olympic Opening
Ceremony.
In Scroll Painting, dancers physically created a 20-metre-long ink painting using
fluid and circular movements with paint-laden mittens. Shen’s inspiration for this
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work came from his studies of Chinese traditional painting and calligraphy when he
was very young, as well as his later studies of Western oil painting. He ingeniously
combines both visual art and dance in his works, which often offer multiple
perspectives and create unpredictable and refreshing visual effects for audiences.
The aim of Scroll Painting was not merely to display intricate movements and
design, but also to embody the flow of qi. Shen explained that the work originated
from “[the idea of] qi, resembling the movement force of calligraphy, which
transfers through the whole body from the brush. The fluency of the fluctuating qi
contributes to the emergence of this new form, but it is rooted in our traditional
culture” (Shen, 2014a).
Shen premiered Connect Transfer II at the Judson Memorial Church in October
2008, which illustrated the culmination of his experiment.

Figure 17: Jessica Harris of Shen Wei Dance Arts in Connect Transfer II
The New York Times, Photographer: Julieta Cervantes
(Exception to Copyright; Section ss 40, 103C; Exception, Research or Study)
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As shown above, Shen wanted the dancers to become calligraphers in this work by
transforming their bodies into brushes and turning their movements into strokes. The
organic and circular movements allowed the dancers’ bodies to act like an unbroken
chain that was performing a constant and seemingly endless motion in a defined
space. The result, which was created on a floor-sized canvas using the dancers’
unique motions, resembled an ink painting. In Shen’s words, this work portrayed a
“tracing of [the dancers’] energy” (as cited in Gerdes, 2010, p. 241). The philosophy
of Tai Ji includes moving without resistance to the flow of qi through the body,
thereby contributing to the way energy is transferred to guide the dancers’ bodies
and shapes. Thus, this motion mimicked game play more than conventional dance
expression.
Although the visible traces of energy were transferred onto the canvas in this part,
the unique qualities of Tai Ji-based movement were also represented in a later part of
the work in which connections were made between physical bodies. According to
Shen:
It’s how you see in tai chi, more circular energy, and internal energy,
circular movement, the connection, how the movement connects to
movement . . . But it started with how one dancer to another dancer is
connected. It is different than how we see partnering . . . man lifting
girls. The way changes actually how we relate to each other . . . This
whole piece is about movement connection. (Interview with Shen, as
cited in Gerdes, 2010, p. 237)
Being aware of internal energy and the transference of energy into physical
connections makes the quality of movement demonstrated by Shen’s dancers
somewhat unique. From Gerdes’ observations, Shen deliberately highlights
partnering that is not dependent on gender differences and explores the possibilities
of making connections through limbs, heads or any other parts of the body. In
contrast, other contemporary dance forms of partnering involve lifting by the torso or
the body centre (Gerdes, 2010, p. 237). Another noticeable aspect of Shen’s work is
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the emphasis on breathing. Gerdes (2010) argues that this is because “although many
contemporary dancers pay attention to breath, Shen’s aesthetic looks unique . . . the
dancers do not emphasize one position or body part over another. They move freely
and asymmetrically, rotating legs and arms inward before releasing outward” (p.
243). Therefore, although Shen’s dancers display movements that are entirely
different to Tai Ji Quan, the qi-guided movements still embody Tai Ji-like qualities
such as smoothness, circularity, fluidity, constancy and evenness.
Shen’s works seamlessly fuse culturally specific elements with contemporary artistic
forms to illustrate a uniqueness that not only gives the works a unique cultural
flavour, but that also displays a contemporary expression of traditional culture.
According to Jennifer Wen Ma, who was the chief visual and special effects designer
of the Beijing Olympic ceremonies, Shen’s work is “definitely contemporary and
cutting edge, but it’s rooted in Chinese philosophy . . . His work may not be overtly
Chinese in style, but (it is) in philosophy and the principles of the Chinese
aesthetics” (as cited in Gerdes, 2010, pp. 231–232). For Shen, applying traditional
culture does not mean merely putting a symbol of tradition in the work. Instead, “if
one thoroughly and comprehensively understands the traditional culture then they
would be capable of advancing their creations to another level” (Shen, 2014a). Thus,
creating one’s own artistic language is based on the individual’s understanding,
experience and memory of a certain aspect of tradition and grasping the essence of it.
According to Shen, the essence he has captured is the motion force represented in
Chinese artistic forms such as Chinese traditional opera, which “is in flux and
implies staying in the state of the movement. That uniqueness can be described as
the taste or flavour [of a particular culture]” (Shen, 2014b). At the same time, he
indicated that sometimes in the performances of Chinese traditional opera and
Chinese classical dance:
[Movements] look very stiff and make the performance a bit
uncomfortable, which is the result of deliberately reinforcing a particular
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form [way of moving] and becomes artificial. I think sometimes people
may not understand their culture and master the essences of it accurately.
(Shen, 2014b)
Thus, Shen’s cultural fusion works can be seen as an innovation with the intention of
achieving a better expression of a traditional insight or form through creative
refinement and transformation. Although he does not give a clear statement about
tradition, Shen does not reject tradition itself, but acknowledges the significance of
it; he strives to demonstrate the potential of transcending the differences between
various cultures while simultaneously negotiating traditions with innovation.
Embodiment of psychophysical flow in movement-based performance Hunger
Hunger was a movement-based improvisational performance performed by
Tanatchaporn Kittikong and myself. It was developed from August to November
2013 and was initially performed in the Bangkok International Theatre Festival in
Thailand. The final work premiered in the Summer Nights program by the Blue
Room Theatre as part of Perth Fringe World 2014 in Western Australia. This work
aimed to explore the use of psychophysical approaches to improvisation in
performance and the creative process. More specifically, it emphasises entering a
mental and spiritual space rather than designing particular movements within the
performance, which allowed this work to play with exquisitely controlled slow
movements. These meditation-like slow movements are expected to represent the
tranquillity of mind and body in the pursuit of a ‘non-self’—that is, a type of
‘emptiness’ or ‘nothingness’. The performance aimed to present a psychophysical
journey of searching for self-transcendence through the motion initiated by a freeflowing stream of consciousness. The program notes of Hunger stated that the
performance was “a physical performance that will erase your hunger and feed your
mind” (The Blue Room Theatre, 2014). Kittikong and I share the common ground of
performing within the unity of body and mind, but through different means.
Kittikong explored ‘noting’, inspired by a Buddhist (Vipassana) meditation in
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performance, and attempted to observe the shifts and changes occurring in a moving
body based on the understanding of the body as a phenomenon in the Buddhist
psychophysical movement. In contrast, I applied the philosophy of Wu-wei (taking
no action) and the motion principle of Tai Ji Quan to this performance.
One of the most fundamental notions in Daoism is Wu-wei (

). Literally, Wu-wei

means taking no action; philosophically, it implies taking no unnatural action or
consciously controlled action, as described by Dao De Jing, “by acting without
action, all things will be in order” (as cited in Chan, 1963, p. 141). Watts (1977)
describes taking no action “as ‘not forcing’ . . . what we mean by going with the
grain, rolling with the punch, swimming with the current, trimming sails to the wind,
taking the tide at its flood, and stooping to conquer” (p. 76). That is, the notion of
Wu-wei signifies that people do not take action that is opposite to nature; rather, they
let nature follow its own course. This notion of Wu-wei echoes the ultimate principle
of ‘dao’ (

) in Daoism, which is that “Tao [dao] invariably takes no action, and yet

there is nothing left undone” (as cited in Chan, 1963, p. 158).
Daoist philosopher Zhuang-Zi (Chuang Tzu, BC 369–BC 286) stresses the
metaphysical and aesthetic aspects of Wu-wei. In this way, Wu-wei is freedom: if one
can eliminate rigid ways of thinking, then one has infinite possibilities to create and
capture immediate delight. Wu-wei can also be a purely aesthetic experience. It
derives from intuition and acts with spontaneity without excessive subjective
judgment. Rui Zhu argues that there is a parallel between Kant’s idea of beauty
being purposiveness without purpose and the aesthetic nature of Wu-wei for ZhuangZi. Zhu (2002) suggests that “both the aesthetic judgement and Wu-wei are activities
of intuition . . . both Wu-wei and the aesthetic judgement represent a state of mind in
which the unity of the subjective and objective, man and the world, comes into
being” (pp. 60–61).
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In the appreciation of Chinese art, Wu-wei develops consummate aesthetic criteria to
allow and appreciate artistic creations. One example is the story described in the
chapter, Tian Zi-Fang, of Zhuang-Zi, in which Prince Yuan of Song asks several
official painters to draw a portrait of him. When he hears about one of the painters
“taking off clothes and squatting down bare-backed [

·

jieyipangbo]” to

immediately commence painting, while other painters stand and wait, preparing
painting brushes and ink, Prince Yuan says of the first “he is a true painter” (p. 210).
The phrase ‘taking off clothes and squatting down bare-backed’ became a typical
example of free creativity in Chinese aesthetic theory. The expression clearly depicts
an ideal creative state that is truly dedicated to expressing the inner spirit rather than
presenting external verisimilitude – letting the intuitive feeling guide creation and
realise the spontaneity. The idea is that the least resistance to the natural flow of
energy and consciousness results in the most spontaneous and instantaneous
creation, which can often be seen in Chinese painting, calligraphy and Tai Ji Quan.
To appreciate the beauty of Chinese art, Yu Jin-Wen (1994) suggests that the “least
resistance makes [the most] elegant curve” (p. 130).
Taking no action and following the nature favoured in Wu-wei corresponds to the
primary intention of ‘spontaneity’ emphasised in improvisation. It is widely believed
that improvisation is often used in Western modern dance as a means or a process to
generate new movement ideas and stimulate the potential of the body through
unrehearsed and spontaneous motion. Compared to choreography, improvisation is
considered “a form which lives and breathes only in the momentary flow of its
creation . . . To dance the dance as it comes into being at this particular moment at
this particular place” (Sheets-Johnstone, 1981, p. 400). However, the understanding
of improvisation should not be limited to a specific form or culture. As Yu (1994)
recalled of his talk with some American friends and scholars, “I was shocked to hear
them say that ‘there is no improvisation concept in Chinese thought’” (p. 106).
Actually, the notion of Wu-wei and its pursuits have demonstrated the importance of
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spontaneity in Chinese art creation. Casting off the normative way of thinking and
committing oneself in action has become the ultimate pursuit for Chinese artists.
This involves being holistically driven by constantly flowing energy in order to free
oneself. It is the profound insight of Wu-wei that underpins the feasibility of my
alternative approach to the performance, Hunger, as illustrated in Video Clip 16.
Based on the notion of Wu-wei, I intentionally applied the motion principle of Tai Ji
Quan in improvisation because it stresses the state of being aware of the flow of qi
and its circulation within the body. In addition, I particularly focused on another
interpretation of flow – “autotelic experience” – proposed by Csikszentmihalyi (2015,
p. 151) during the process of improvising. According to Csikszentmihalyi (2015),
flow is an autotelic experience, or a “unified flowing from one moment to the next,
in which he is in control of his actions, and in which there is little distinction
between self and environment, between stimulus and response, or between past,
present, and future” (p. 151). Csikszentmihalyi suggested that a person who is
having an autotelic experience will not possess a dualistic perspective, but achieves
the merging of action and awareness, doer and doing. That is, “when awareness
becomes split, so that one perceives the activity from ‘outside,’ flow is interrupted”
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2015, p. 152). The word ‘autotelic’ implies that there are “no
external goals or external rewards . . . people seek flow primarily for itself, not for
the incidental extrinsic rewards that may accrue from it” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2015, p.
151). This psychological experience of flow corresponds both to Immanuel Kant’s
theory of purposiveness without purpose, and to the self-forgetfulness in Wu-wei,
and it can be gained during activity and motion. Thus, flow in this context becomes
the optimal psychological experience itself and is expected to achieve the ultimate
state, rather than being a fundamental part of the activity. Moreover, this flow seeks to
maintain a flowing psychological state. This flowing state corresponds to the waterlike movements of Tai Ji Quan discussed previously. Video Clip 16 shows the full
40-minute presentation of Hunger.
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Video Clip 16: Hunger (the full-length show)

At the start of the creation process, Kittikong and I decided the rice would be the
main and only prop used in the performance. The rich meaning symbolised by the
rice meant that it was not only a representation of an essential resource for life
support, but also a symbol of worldly desires. This symbolism was described in the
program as “we eat rice with hands, lips, stomach . . . And skin . . . But if we are full,
why do we still feel hungry?” (The Blue Room Theatre, 2014). To explore the spirit
and physical reality, Kittikong and I travelled through various states of selfdiscovery, which gradually transformed from the extremely intense inner struggle to
a contemplative peaceful state. The whole spiritual journey consisted of three
sections that displayed a process of continuously eliminating external stimulus in
motion and turning into a conscious internalisation. That is, this performance
explored improvisation driven by either emotional and physical factors, or moving
without extrinsic motivation but following the momentary psychophysical ‘flow’.
For logistical reasons, composer Johannes Luebbers created the sound and music for
Hunger before he saw our rehearsals, but in accordance with our requests for specific
sound effects, quality and duration and the structure of the performance being in
three parts. In the first section, along with the unique sound made by the falling rice,
the rice resembled a force of destruction penetrating our bodies, resulting in
uncontrollable twisting and trembling. This section represented a moving and
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struggling with the notion of our cravings, which might represent anything from
material possession to addiction. I repeatedly grasped the grains of rice in my hands
and dropped them on different parts of my body to satisfy an insatiable hunger. The
touch of the rice and overwhelming emotional impulses it precipitated together
stimulated my deep bodily sensations and forced my body to generate responses
immediately. My body seemingly became an engine that released energy from every
cell, and that created unconstrained movements. These momentary bursts of
physicality became integrated with the internal drive derived from the powerful
stimulus of ‘hunger’, which broke the patterns and predispositions of my body and
attempted to reveal the vulnerability of hunger.
However, these immediate physical responses were still motivated by self-ego or
self-consciousness and were more representative of the external process at that
moment. With the gradual subsiding of the heat and tension from the bursts of
physicality, I started an exquisitely controlled slow walk along the margin of upstage
and moved into the second section of the performance. This walk was derived from
the insight of Tai Ji and focused all my concentration on the smooth shift of weight
between legs and feet for almost 10 minutes. The intentions of this slow walk were
to loosen my consciousness of the physical (quality/dynamic/speed/force of
movement), calm my mind and bring my attention to balance and harmony for the
purpose of realising spontaneity in the subsequent movements.
In the last section of the performance, Kittikong and I attempted to attain a
meditative state: a state without hunger. This calming and peaceful psychophysical
state allowed our consciousness to move from the rational to an intuitive state,
allowed the body to move as it wanted and allowed emotions to flow at will. Based
on my understanding of Wu-wei and smooth motion guided by following the
circulation of qi, I expected to experience the ‘flow’ within this 15 minutes of
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improvisation. During the performance, I intentionally emptied my mind and relaxed
my whole body into a tranquil state until the flow of qi initiated my movements.
Tai Ji Quan is characterised by internalising the practitioners’ continuous flow of
energy through and within free-flowing movement. It is regarded as a “form-less
form of practice . . . [it] derives from the concept of name-less Dao” (J. Yu, 1994, p.
144). I did not adhere strictly to the Tai Ji Quan form, but followed its principle of
‘the consciousness guiding the qi, the qi guiding the body, then the body forming the
shape’. Therefore, I spontaneously moved with the flow of qi, both at a conscious
and unconscious level. This flow directed my body to spiral, sink, float and turn, and
to therefore be present in every moment. Wu (2005) describes this spontaneity as
“when a dancer moves without deliberately thinking of movement; movement is
moving itself” (p. 98). This deliberate thinking does not refer to the mind’s thinking
and bodily mindfulness; rather, it implies moving with presupposed routines and
selected language, and then falling into habit and predetermination. Sheets-Johnstone
(2011) further argues that the thinking experience of the dancer, particularly in
improvisation, is actually a kinetic process:
Thinking in movement does not mean that the dancer is thinking by
means of movement or that her/his thoughts are being transcribed into
movement. To think is first of all to be caught up in a dynamic flow;
thinking is itself, by its very nature, kinetic. . . It is motional through and
through; at once spatial, temporal, dynamic. (p. 421)
Thus, non-separation of sensing and moving is the essence of thinking in movement.
During the performance, my every bodily sensation and action in response to the
free-flowing flow came not from two separate experiences, but from an intertwining
by virtue of being part of the same body. More specifically, when I sensed the flow
of qi rising from the abdomen up to the chest and reaching the top of my head, its
upward flow led to a rising linear motion through every spinal joint, starting with the
tailbone, waist, back, shoulder and neck. Each joint and muscle was closely linked
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during motion. I also had a feeling of stillness during some moments: it was not a
cessation of flow, but rather a transformation into an extremely subtle state, although
I appeared to be standing still. The relaxation of joints and mind allowed me to
integrate activity and tranquillity. Qi never stops flowing in the universe, and I did
not stop moving during the performance. It was at that moment and in that stillness
that mentally and simultaneously felt full and empty.
Thinking in movement and the psychophysical flow are both the results of mutual
apprehension of the body and mind and become united in improvisation. According
to Foster (2015):
Rather than suppress any functions of mind, improvisation’s bodily
mindfulness summons up a kind of hyperawareness of the relation
between immediate action and overall shape, between that which is about
to take place or is taking place and that which has and will take place. (p.
401)
During the 15 minutes of free improvisation in Hunger, there was no concern for the
mastery or display of techniques. The performance was not a rejection of technique;
rather, “improvisation makes rigorous technical demands on the performer” (Foster,
2015, p. 401). However, the understanding of virtuosity here was not merely the
great technical skill, but implied a perfect control of the body. This control was
based on a deep familiarity with the principle of moving, the whole physical
mechanism and innate wisdom, which then engendered spontaneous action without
any extra considerations, but with free will. I would suggest that when performers
are not confined by technique or virtuosity, they are not trapped by a specific style of
art.
Further, during performance, the body is not only perceived as a location of
energetic transformation, but also as a site of representation and a lived entity.
According to the concept of the ‘lived body’ proposed by the existentialist Maurice
Merleau-Ponty (1962), Fraleigh (1987) argues that the body is lived as a body-of192

action, and this can be sensed when a dancer is not reflecting on him- or herself, but
is living in his or her body spontaneously, in the “present-centred moment” (p. 13).
Within the experience of psychophysical flow, I experienced an ongoing and everexpanding present and explored the space in motion. In the theatre space used for
Hunger, qi was mobile and thus my body was active. As a human being is a
microcosm within the macrocosm of the universe, the human qi was responding to
the universe qi, and thus qi and movement became one at that moment. When the
self was dissolved from the ego-consciousness, the mind was opened and the spirit
could be released. The complete involvement and a loss of ego make the unity of the
human being and universe possible, and the spirit gets freed at the infinite space and
time. According to Zhuang-Zi, “when one is united with sound and [the] breath of
things, one is then united with the universe . . . this unity is . . . complete harmony”
(as cited in Chan, 1963, p. 202). However, it is noticeable that self-forgetfulness here
does not mean that a person loses their awareness of their physical state or function,
but only loses the “self construct, the intermediary which one learns to interpose
between stimulus and response” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2015, p. 154). This so-called
self-construct could be understood as a rational or deliberate action that occurs after
external judgment, but that results in an interruption to immediate delight or flow.
Therefore, improvising with the flow of qi physically and consciously, and
experiencing the autotelic flow at the moment of the integration of the body and
mind, actor and action, allowed me to achieve the momentary enlightenment and
transcendence of Wu-wei. In this form-less form, creativity was allowed to emerge
effortlessly, and then the spontaneous enlightenment or spiritual liberation was
achieved. As Merleau-Ponty (1962, pp. xvi–xvii) suggested, “the world is not what I
think, but what I live through”. Similarly, in the performance of Hunger, I lived
through the world via my body movements, which were stimulated by the
psychophysical flow in a particular space and time.
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Chapter Summary: Originality and Tradition
The applicability of Tai Ji in performer movement training was interrogated through
workshops with two distinct groups of student participants in Australia and China.
These workshops illustrated that the Tai Ji-based movement training approach
effectively improved participants’ understanding of a united body–mind, while also
enhancing their consciousness of the body. In this chapter, I respectively analysed
the work of the Cloud Gate Dance Theatre, Shen Wei Dance Arts and my own work
in Hunger. The investigation of three different approaches to composing and
performing demonstrated the range of approaches to the application and
transformation of Tai Ji in contemporary performance as an embodiment of the
reinvention of tradition.
Reconsidering the distinction between the fundamental and the radical
transformation of tradition analysed previously, the three tradition-inspired
contemporary creations discussed above can be seen as examples of a fundamental
transformation of tradition. The influences and innovations of traditions are apparent
in the works, but they are not intended as a deliberate correction or overthrow of
tradition. Rather, they are an “innovation with the intention of attaining the adequate
expression of a superior insight [of tradition] by imagination or observation” (Shils,
1981, p. 216). That is, these works not only display the integration of traditional
cultural elements and contemporary art forms, but they also reflect artists’ individual
interpretations of tradition. Arguably, these fundamental transformations of tradition
show artists’ ambitions to create a work that is intrinsically unique.
This type of fundamental transformation of tradition in contemporary performances
is not only intended to maintain the tradition, but could nonetheless potentially
enrich and improve the tradition and demonstrate its adaptability. According to Shils
(1981), genuine originality “comprehends individuality, novelty, and significant
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seriousness . . . [it is] the striving to gain deeper vision of reality, to create something
which is worthy of existence and which has not existed before” (p. 236).
It is clear that both Lin Huai-Min and Shen Wei heavily stress certain aspects of Tai
Ji in their works, such as internal energy, circular motion and the flow of qi. These
two choreographers depart from the same starting point and share the same cultural
sources, but they evolve it in different ways, which results in their distinctive
individual styles. Lin expresses his political, historical and social concerns through
his mind–body approach to dance, while Shen creates avant-garde works that
combine visual art and dance and continuously explore the possibilities of bodily
motion. However, all of their works are based on serious individual thinking about
tradition and the assimilation of tradition within contemporary work in a way that
recognises that Chinese cultural tradition is continually in a state of flux. Their
unique approach to evolving or incorporating tradition gives their works unique and
dynamic beauty.
The fundamental transformation of tradition in artistic creation, especially in
contemporary performances, will inevitably lead to the tradition changing. This is
not only due to the commitment to creativity or originality for artists, but also the
modification of the whole context. Therefore, the works of Lin Huai-Min and Shen
Wei are not the tradition. Rather, the tradition is the pre-existing pattern, system,
values, custom or language with the power to arouse a desire of the artist to inherit,
re-enact, transmit, improve or transform it.
In contrast, a radical transformation, or even abandonment, of tradition intentionally
aims to discard the ‘old’ tradition and replace it with a new system, which will
potentially cause the breakage or disappearance of traditions unless there are
followers who continuously maintain and develop the original tradition. It can be
seen in the emergence of Western modern and postmodern dance. However, the
radical transformation of tradition is a paradox. Whether the artist deliberately rejects
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tradition or not, they have already taken tradition as a point of reference or
incorporated it into the construction of their own system, even if unconsciously. A
new voice of tradition will arise along with the revolution, and the hybrid of
traditional and innovative elements will subsequently appear, just as the fusion of
ballet and modern dance did in Western contemporary dance. Further, the
revolutionary form and movement language that had been considered cutting edge
gradually becomes the tradition, as was the case with modern dance systems
invented in the 1930s in America and Europe.
In contrast to real originality, Shils (1981) argues that spurious originality is “an
expression of hostility against tradition” (p. 236). The important factor for people as
judges of spurious originality not only relies on one’s attitude towards traditions, but
also depends on whether one puts forward a new constructive belief or system to
supplant the existing one. In contemporary performance, I argue that originality
exists in the knowledge of where we have come from, and that authentic originality
ensures that great artists and their works will not vanish as soon as they appear; but
rather might become a vital and distinctive expression. This vitality may become the
stimulus that potentially influence and stimulate the innovation of traditional art
forms.
Tradition has always been, and will continually be, transformed by people. In this
sense, traditions are living. Tradition determines what may or may not be possible in
creating new performances inspired by a “new ancient tradition”, whether that be
through fundamental transformation, as in the work of Lin and Shen Wei, or in
radical transition, as in modern and postmodern dance, where the new was
determined in direct relationship to tradition, albeit as a refusal of tradition.
Maintaining a dichotomy between tradition and modernity in contemporary artistic
creation will be unprofitable and unrealistic.
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Conclusion: Tradition is a River
Ultimately, tradition can be thought of through the metaphor of a flowing stream or
river, as suggested by Shils (1981) and Wu (2009). This metaphor of the river has
assisted me in understanding how traditions continuously evolve in accordance with
their changing external and internal environments, just as a flowing river changes
direction and transforms as it passes through different landforms. A subsequent
insight resulting from investigating tradition lies in reaching an understanding of the
important catalysts and influences that direct its evolution, tracking its path through
continuation, variation and assimilation. In the past three decades, Chinese classical
dance, like an endless river, has continuously been altered, moulded and
transformed, partly in response to the modernisation of China. The changing socioeconomic environment in China, the influence of Western dance (modern and
contemporary) and the motivation to engage with new audiences formed an ideal
breeding ground for Chinese classical dance to take on new relevance and to
embrace its dynamism characterised by vigorous changes.
The purpose of this practice-led research was to analyse the nature and
characteristics of reinventing tradition within the context of Chinese classical dance
and to investigate the potential of applying traditional insights and techniques to
contemporary performer training and performance making. The findings of this
research show that the innovation of Chinese classical dance has allowed both the
classic to inform the new and the new to inform the teaching and dancing of Chinese
classical dance. By continually clarifying definitions, refining dance fundamentals
and incorporating new elements, the practitioners of Chinese classical dance have
been able to revitalise and extend the limits of what has been considered a tradition
for centuries.
The metaphor of a river and the unifying principles of flow and energy related with
water are also associated with the notion of qi, which was discussed here in the
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application of Tai Ji to performer training and the making of performance. The
research findings illustrate the significant potential of working with the circulation of
qi and other principles of Tai Ji in performance and performer training, as an
example of how performers both inherit and innovate tradition in the making of new
work and in the development of new training systems.
Following an overview of the background to my dance practice experience, the
practice-led methodological paradigm, and key themes and topics of the research in
Chapter Two, I analysed the dialectic relationship between tradition and modernity,
as reflected in the relationship between Chinese modernisation and Chinese dance
development. Both the external influence of Western modernisation and the Chinese
internal desire to construct their own form of modernity have allowed Chinese
cultural forms to evolve into a hybrid of inheritance and innovation. The import of
Western modern dance in China coincided with a period in which Chinese dance
practitioners were innovating traditional dance. Due to the historical dislocation
between Western and Chinese dance development, the term modern has been used in
this thesis to refer to the modernisation of Chinese traditional dance, which aimed to
innovate Chinese classical dance to keep abreast of the times. This is significant in
contrast to Western modern dance, which deliberately broke from tradition in what
Shils might call a radical transformation.
Chapter Three argued that the Western process of modernisation typically involved
the belief that tradition needs to be abandoned or relegated to history, often being
seen as too archaic or irrelevant. In contrast, Chinese modernisation typically
emphasised the need for continuity in tradition. This was in part driven by a national
campaign for self-innovation and a commitment to embodying Chineseness in
systems of dance training and choreography, in parallel with a government push for
national identity. My research has interrogated the seemingly paradoxical situation
of desiring modernisation in Chinese dance while simultaneously engaging in a push
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to embody tradition. The research has also considered the important role played by
institutional training in Chinese classical dance that was instrumental in a continual
process of reinventing, investigating and transmitting traditions. Far from
abandoning tradition, modernisation in Chinese dance involved the deconstruction
and reconstruction of form and movement language to create the current hybrid
Chinese classical dancing body.
In Chapter Four, I analysed the history of Chinese sleeve dance from the ancient
rituals that were transformed into the court dance to the xiqu (Chinese traditional
opera) that developed into the water sleeve dance. Chinese dance makers did not
passively recreate or imitate what had come before; in fact, they took on an active
learning role in the development of this technique. They have adopted fundamental
components of traditional dance while also adapting forms and movements in
accordance with changing social contexts, power relations and specific artistic
expression. In all of this, the meaning of the sleeve dance was deemed to be contextbound. This context-sensitive articulation was analysed in two contemporary
Chinese sleeve dance works, which showed dynamic interpretations of both Chinese
classical dance and Chinese contemporary dance. Moreover, my exploration of how
sleeve dance might be transformed into a contemporary performance demonstrated a
dialogue between different body languages, styles and objects, culminating in the
interdisciplinary art project, Penanagra. Studio experiments in this project allowed
me, through practice, to reflect on my own institutional training and inheritance of
traditional dance form as embodied knowledge that can be the source of liberating
spontaneity and restricting habitual patterns. What was particularly revelatory during
Penanegra was the extent to which the traditional characteristics and elements were
built into my body as physical memories. As a result, I was able to respond
spontaneously, both in solo and duet work. I was able to consider how this embodied
knowledge can shift and transform in response to content and context. In Penanegra,
the theme of grieving drew something specific out of my sleeve dance, as did the
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context of collaborating across cultures, art forms and disciplines. Penanegra relied
on my expertise in the traditional form of sleeve dance, but at the same time, it
provided an opportunity to evolve and transform sleeve dance to create a unique,
new work. In collaborating on Penanegra, Barbe and I did not seek to assimilate
differing movement languages. Instead, we explored improvisation as conversation
while maintaining our unique cultural and physical differences.
The aim of Penanegra was to create a ‘third space’ in performance between Barbe
and I. Rather than seeking the assimilation of differing movement languages in this
third space, we explored collaboration and conversation within improvisation while
maintaining our unique cultural and physical differences. The artwork provides a
particular context that stimulates the potential exchange of ideas and the hybridity of
artistic expressions, and the temporary third space thus becomes possible within
contemporary performance.
Chapter Five began with an investigation of the application of Tai Ji components to
contemporary movement training and performance. I examined the philosophy of
Tai Ji and the universal energy principle of qi before applying this to workshops and
classes with students from the Bachelor of Performing Arts (major in performance
making) from WAAPA in Australia and dance students from the BNU in China.
During the Tai Ji-based movement workshops, I particularly observed what would
be possible in a movement training context with undergraduate students. The
resulting insights from these workshops included that:
1. Traditional insights and techniques can be effectively applied to
contemporary performer training both within China and outside of China in
intercultural applications (e.g., in Australia);
2. Chinese dance students with no prior practical experience of Tai Ji still
benefitted somewhat from their familiarity with the concept of qi, compared
to the Australian students, who were being introduced to qi for the first time.
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However, this did not necessarily make the practice of working with qi
significantly easier for the Chinese dance students.
3. The Chinese dance students showed great interest in the new forms, shape
and individuality of expression as a result of the influence from Western
modern and contemporary dance forms.
4. Australian students thought that an understanding of qi would be useful for
their subsequent performances, reporting benefits in relation to training
focus, accessing energy and developing control of the breath for movement
and voice work. They also reported specific insights into how this approach
enriched their capacity to connect and to collaborate with others during
improvisation.
Applying traditional insights and techniques from Tai Ji within contemporary
performer training in Australia at WAAPA produced significant positive feedback
from the students. Interviews and focus groups evidenced significant engagement
with the ideas, and there was motivation to search within traditional and intercultural
forms for contemporary training. The superior insights that Australian students
gained from the Tai Ji-based movement workshops offered them a practical theory
and approach to overcoming body/mind dualistic thinking. These insights also
helped the Australian students realise a depth of focus and a centralised energy base
that can assist in an integrated performance involving movement, character work,
vocal/dialogue and spontaneous improvisation. Some students went as far as to begin
to consider the implications of this application of qi to duet work in the context of
character-based theatre; for example, one student suggested Romeo and Juliet.
During the process of mastering the idea of qi and its circulation within the body, I
found it fascinating that the cultural differences initially caused some difficulties for
the participants in relation to how to understand the notion of qi from the perspective
of consciousness, and how to move the body with consciousness rather than with
deliberate force. Over time, and particularly with some members of the WAAPA
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workshop group, there was an awakening of a bodily awareness that, if pursued
regularly and with commitment, could greatly assist in the foundation of their
performances while potentially enriching improvisation and movement creation for
performance making.
Comparing the Chinese dance students from the BNU and the Australian students of
Performance Making at WAAPA, I noted that the BNU dancers with no experience
of Tai Ji displayed a kind of natural affinity towards the idea of qi. I attributed this to
the many philosophical values of qi that are deeply embedded within Chinese
culture, including philosophy, cosmology and Chinese medicine. The philosophy of
Tai Ji infiltrates the lives of Chinese people. It makes them feel connected with their
ancestors and gives them access to explore and understand the meaning of Tai Ji.
However, it must be acknowledged that the cultural familiarity with qi and Tai Ji did
not necessarily translate into a greater practical understanding of how to embody this
idea for the BNU dancers. This fact was supported by the focus group session during
which the BNU students noted that there was an awareness of qi but rarely an
intention to use it in their dances or understand how to do so. While breathing is
strongly emphasised in Chinese dance training, and this aligns with parts of Tai Jibased practice, the purpose of breath awareness is primarily to connect one
movement to the next and display a distinctive aesthetic characteristic. In contrast,
the purpose of breath awareness in Tai Ji-based practice is to expand body awareness
and move into a more mindful state through which to realise the unity of the body
and mind.
I noticed that the young Chinese dancers showed great interest towards the form,
shape and individuality of dance expression, particularly if they had had some
experience with Western modern and contemporary dance techniques. This finding
corresponded to the discussion in Chapter Three and Chapter Four, which indicated
how Chinese choreographers have incorporated new dance elements and techniques
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into their creations, leading to innovations of traditional dance and the hybrid
dancing body in the contemporary dance industry in China.
Thus, a cultural affinity allows people to make a link with their predecessors and
with this affinity, their art imbibes a certain quality that makes it distinctly ‘Chinese’.
Moreover, the degree of inheriting and understanding a tradition such as Tai Ji
depends on the transmission, reception and adoption of the tradition. The potential to
carry elements of a particular practice or method into an innovated dance training
and performance creation is higher if a dancer is exposed to a type of practice
explicitly and repeatedly. Through this innovative process, one is more likely to
develop a greater sense of awareness. However, in addition to the continuity of
tradition, I introduced the concept of the interweaving of tradition and innovation to
reach a better understanding of the differences between ‘fundamental’ and ‘radical
transformation’, as taken from Shils, in dance practices in China.
As described in Chapter Five, the process of creating my work, Hunger, explored the
notion of psychophysical flow through improvisation based on the traditional idea of
Wu-wei. The experience of following the qi through my body with the least
resistance, which I have learnt from practicing Tai Ji Quan, allowed me to uniquely
react to the feeling of achieving the unity of body–mind in improvisation. I propose
that Wu-wei can be used to facilitate and study spontaneity in improvisation, and the
human capacity to become attuned to the breath and sound of the surrounding
environment. Understanding Wu-wei offered a new way of thinking about and
practicing movement improvisation. It also facilitated the collaboration between
Kittikong and I, a collaboration that built gradually between us and was not only
physical but rather felt psychophysical. Arguably, although traditional elements can
be recognised in this kind of hybrid work, the work would ultimately be identified as
contemporary performance. My intention was not to represent a particular traditional
form, but to explore the potential transformation and malleability of Tai Ji as an art
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form situated in the context of contemporary performance. This exploration therefore
offered an alternative interpretation of improvisation through applying traditional
insight from Tai Ji to create and perform contemporary performance. It also
illustrated the feasibility of innovating traditions.
In process and performance, Hunger was a hybridisation of Chinese traditional
influences, such as Tai Ji, offering something innovative for performers and
audiences alike. I have found that artists such as Lin Huai-Ming and Shen Wei tend
to value a particular custom (idea, form, subject or morality) within their cultural
heritage and then integrate this ‘custom’ together with innovative and creative forms
to develop a novel representation of tradition. By doing so, one can establish a
cultural theme that runs throughout the performance. I found that these artists’ desire
for instances of novelty and innovation to appear in their creations make for a
dynamic paradox where tradition and innovation always influence each other.
Finally, it is important that fundamental and radical transformation should not be
oversimplified as the understanding of tradition and originality always coexist,
particularly under the multi-directional flow of cultural influences occurring today.
These two terms are complicated and thus may or may not be useful. In most cases,
these terms are interwoven, but in certain contexts, it is relevant to separate and
define the terms clearly. For example, contemporary dance, as a new dance category
in China, can be seen as the result of Chinese dance practitioners conducting an
unprecedented transformation of traditional dance for the purpose of providing
meaningful insight for the modern age. The appearance of contemporary dance in
China thus can be seen as the outcome of intentionally replacing the existing dance
forms and taking fundamentals of a tradition to mould something new. I have found
that tradition-inspired contemporary creations that still develop a sense of
Chineseness can be seen as fundamentally innovating the foundations of tradition.
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The requirement for the transformation of traditional culture is that the recipients of
tradition realise the need to improve the traditional through redefinition, reenactment and modification. For example, Sun Yin’s establishment of the Han-Tang
school of Chinese classical dance at the BDA did not imply that Chinese classical
dance is ill-fitting to the present circumstances; rather, it was for the purpose of
further exploring and representing distinct characteristics identifiable with Chinese
classical dance. That is, Sun broadened the possibilities of investigating the cultural
nuances within Chinese classical dance and thus able to provide an alternative
interpretation of it. His efforts not only created new approaches in the development
of Chinese classical dance, but also made people re-evaluate the existing form.
Therefore, it is likely that the form and movement of Chinese classical dance will
continue to experience an ongoing reflective and innovative process.
In addition, traditional insights or techniques can become resources and inspiration
for contemporary artists such as Lin Huai-Min and Shen Wei in developing new
variations in form and style. Artists will transform what they have learned and
experienced using their own artistic perspectives. This process of transforming the
tradition into the new has become a common phenomenon in contemporary theatre
performances. These artists appreciate some parts of traditional culture and hope to
carry it forward, but they are not playing the role of advocator or authenticator of the
tradition, per se.
My doctoral research has revealed alternative understandings and interpretations of
tradition and its relation to modernity in the Chinese cultural context. These
alternative perspectives emphasise a philosophical understanding of tradition as
dynamic and changeable as opposed to fixed and enduring. I have examined the
transformation and innovation of traditional insights and techniques in contemporary
performance and performer training using the sleeve dance and Tai Ji. The
integration of Tai Ji within the movement training illustrated in this research is
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indicative of a substantial contribution to new knowledge in performer training and
contemporary performance making. In addition, I offer the assertion that this process
of training, which uses the integration of Tai Ji, Tai Ji Quan and Wu-wei, is not only
a body-priming tool, but also a philosophical shift in conscious awareness, an
increased sense of connectedness with the world and a further understanding of the
unity of the body and mind. This research journey has revealed that Chinese tradition
has not been preserved in some form of ‘authentic’ capturing of the past; rather, it
has been allowed to evolve and reinvent itself when artists embrace the collective
understandings of what has come before while pursuing their individual creativity
for what is not yet known. It is clear that tradition does resemble a continuous river
that is sustained, particularly in the context of Chinese classical dance, through
collective bodily writing and recording of past, present and future ways of knowing.
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Appendix 1
Tai Ji-Based Movement Workshop Timetable

Date

Participants

01/03/2014

First year BPA
students at
WAAPA
First year BPA
students at
WAAPA
Third year Dance
students at BNU
First year BPA
students at
WAAPA
First year BPA
students at
WAAPA
First, second and
third year (mixed
up) BPA students
at WAAPA
First, second and
third year
(mixed) BPA
students at
WAAPA
First, second and
third year (mixed
up) BPA
students at
WAAPA
Third year Dance
students at
WAAPA
Second and third
year (mixed up)

08/03/2014

07/01/2015
04/03/2015

07/03/2015

20/07/2015

22/07/2015

24/07/2015

14/09/2015

15/02/2016

Teaching
Hours
3 hours

Teaching Content

3 hours

The integration of body and
mind.

3 hours

The flow of qi in improvisation..

3 hours

Being aware of qi.

3 hours

The integration of body and
mind.

2 hours

The flow of qi in performance.

2 hours

The flow of qi in performance.

2 hours

The flow of qi in performance.

1.5 hours

The flow of qi in improvisation.

2 hours

The integration of movement and
voice
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Being aware of qi.

17/02/2016

27/02/2016

BPA students at
WAAPA
Second and third
year (mixed up)
BPA students at
WAAPA
First year BPA
students at
WAAPA

2 hours

The integration of movement and
voice

3 hours

Being aware of qi.

05/03/2016

First year BPA
students at
WAAPA

3 hours

Being aware of qi.

08/03/2016

First year BPA
students at
WAAPA

2 hours

The flow of qi in improvisation.

12/03/2016

First year BPA
students at
WAAPA

3 hours

The flow of qi in improvisation

07/05/2016

First year BPA
students at
WAAPA

3 hours

The integration of movement and
voice

16
workshops
in total

40.5
hours of
teaching
in total
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Appendix 2
Focus group questions

1. What struck you most in the initial stage of the Tai Ji-based movement workshop?

2. What are the difference and similarities of approaches to movement between the
Tai Ji and the approaches you have been taught before?

3. What parts of the Tai Ji movement workshop have been ease or difficult for you to
adapt to?

4. How do you consider the circle or circular movement emphasized in Chinese
mode of motion?

5. How do you perceive the flow of qi? Is it elusive, confusing or accessible for you?

6. Which exercise of the workshop is most effective for you? Which exercise of the
workshop is least effective for you?
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Appendix 3
Creative processes of Hunger and Penanegra
Hunger

Performers: Tanatchaporn Kittikong and Min Zhu

Phase 1

Jul -Aug 2013

Performance devising.

Phase 2

Sep - Nov 2013

Rehearsal in studio.

Phase 3

9th - 10th Nov 2013

Performing in the Bangkok Theatre
Festival 2013.

Phase 4

Jan - Feb 2014

Rehearsal in studio.

Phase 5

21st - 22nd Feb 2014

Performing in the Perth Fringe World
2014 at the Blue Room Theatre.

Penanegra

Performers: Frances Barbe and Min Zhu

Phase 1

May 2014

Performance devising.

Phase 2

Jun 2014

Rehearsal in studio.

Phase 3

Aug - Sep 2014

Rehearsal in studio.

Phase 4

24th Oct 2014

Performing in the exhibition
inConversation in the Spectrum Gallery
at
Edith Cowan University.
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Appendix 4
Interview questions:

1.

Some people argue that the creation of Chinese classical dance in contemporary
is a revival and reinvention of tradition, do you agree or disagree?

2.

As a choreographer, how do you think about the argument of ‘tradition and
modernity’? What role do you think traditional dance plays in contemporary
Chinese dance creations and your dance creations?

3.

What choreographic language do you usually use for your dance work and why
do you choose this language?

4.

In your opinion, what is Chinese contemporary dance and what characteristics
does it has? How do you perceive the Western contemporary dance?

5.

How do you define those recent Chinese classical dance works that displayed
contemporary aesthetic characteristics?

6.

How did Western contemporary dance impact on the development of Chinese
dance?

7.

How do you consider national and cultural identity is embodied in Chinese
dance in the era of globalization?
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